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Participating in the Conversation 
 
With this second issue of the Student Research Journal I begin a new adventure. 
Well into Plan C at this point in my career as a library professional, I have worked 
in academic libraries, edited a well-known professional journal, helped launch a 
second one, and am now returning to the academy for my doctoral studies. In 
between, there was a period in which I had “opted out,” choosing to disengage 
from the line of work which had both nurtured and challenged me for over twenty 
years. I stepped away from the conversation. Re-entry has brought me face to face 
with a profession which has continued to evolve at a dizzying pace and yet 
remains fundamentally recognizable. 
 What has kept the core of library and information science intact, I believe, 
is the manner in which its practitioners and scholars engage constantly in 
conversation. From the old days of printed journals, newsletters, and flyers to 
those of listservs, early e-mail, chat rooms and Mosaic, and on to the current 
heady mixture of virtual conferences, wiki-everything, RSS feeds, blogs and 
tweets, librarians have ever engaged each other, their communities, parent 
institutions, and the people they serve in an on-going and vibrant conversation. 
The sole professional in a small, rural public library may share her ideas for a 
better way to launch a new young adult service in any number of print and 
electronic venues. A full professor of library and information studies directing the 
research of a team of doctoral students, may urge them to share their findings 
through poster sessions, presentations at virtual conferences, and scholarly 
journals. Whatever the format, whether practitioner-based or scholarly, librarians 
maintain an active discourse.  
 What has changed is the degree to which the profession and the world 
around it has become increasingly participatory in nature. Over the years, the role 
of librarians has evolved from that of “handmaidens to scholarship” to 
“gatekeepers of knowledge” and now to “facilitators of content creation.” Our 
new challenge is to find ways in which to encourage and accommodate a more 
inclusive participation in the creation of knowledge. R. David Lankes (2008), a 
professor at Syracuse University’s School of Information Studies and director of 
the Information Institute of Syracuse, has written extensively on the issue of 
participatory librarianship: 
 
 “As knowledge is developed through conversation, and libraries facilitate 
 this process, libraries have a powerful impact on the knowledge generated. 
 Can librarians interfere with and shape conversations? Absolutely. Should 
 we? We can't help it. Our collections, our reference work, our mere 
 presence will influence conversations. The question is, in what ways? (p. 
 235) 
Lankes speaks of a “new librarianship” emerging which is centered on 
community and knowledge creation. He tells us that the true role of librarians is to 
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facilitate learning and that it is this essential role which compels us to constantly 
adjust the way in which we do our work (Lankes, 2011). 
  This issue of SRJ speaks eloquently to the theme of participatory 
librarianship. In his invited contribution, Dr. Michael Stephens (2011), assistant 
professor at San José State University’s School of Library and Information 
Science (SLIS), argues in favor of greater professional and scholarly involvement 
on the part of LIS graduate students while they are still in school. He uses the 
image of the “walled garden” to describe the protected and, at times, isolating 
nature of the traditional library school education and urges a wider participation in 
the scholarly conversation. “Learning leads to sharing which leads to teaching 
which leads to more learning. Moving beyond the walled garden and into the 
constant streams of conversation enables an understanding of participation that 
cannot be imparted within a closed environment” (Stephens, 2011, p. 5). From 
publishing research articles in journals such as SRJ to exchanging tweets with 
practicing professionals, blogging for sites such as Hack Library School 
(http://hacklibschool.wordpress.com/), and sharing the products of their course 
work in e-portfolios, today’s LIS students have myriad opportunities for 
contributing to and shaping the conversation. Dr. Stephens ends his essay with a 
description of those qualities which new graduates ought to embody: an attitude 
of lifelong learning (especially as it relates to technology) along with a 
willingness to share, teach, and participate throughout their careers. 
 
 In her article, “Health Literacy: An Overview of an Emerging Field,” Mary 
Grace Flaherty  raises an important question about the role of librarians: 
 
 Public libraries have a history of offering a variety of programs to promote 
 early literacy and adult literacy, and are now expanding services in some 
 cases to include digital and financial literacy. Another type of literacy or 
 skill set is coming to the forefront and has a  significant impact on 
 individuals’ lives and well-being: health literacy. Do libraries and 
 librarians have a role to play in this newly emerging field of literacy? 
 (Flaherty, 2011, p. 1) 
 
Flaherty’s article examines different definitions of this topic and tackles the 
somewhat controversial issue of measuring health literacy and the shortcomings 
of the tools currently available for this task. A fundamental problem, we learn, 
lies in the overarching impact of low levels of literacy in today’s society. There 
has been a great deal of research grant funding and promulgation at an 
interdisciplinary level with major organizations such as the National Institute of 
Health, the American Medical Association, the National Library of Medicine, and 
the Medical Library Association among others focused on health literacy in the 
past twenty years. Flaherty discusses the urgent need for librarians to engage in 
partnerships, community outreach efforts, and to launch advocacy campaigns on 
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behalf of their users. Librarians and information scientists can collaborate with 
medical professionals, scholars, and policy makers in defining not only the 
scholarship in the field but its practical applications as well (Flaherty, 2011). It 
would seem, then, that the role of libraries in promoting health literacy is yet 
another way in which the profession can participate in the conversation. 
 
Mary Grace Flaherty is currently a doctoral candidate and IMLS fellow at 
Syracuse University’s iSchool. She received her MLS from the University of 
Maryland, and her MS in Applied Behavioral Science from Johns Hopkins 
University. Ms. Flaherty's research interests include consumer health 
information, public libraries, and health literacy.  
 
 In “#Socialtagging: Defining its Role in the Academic Library,” Annalise 
Ammer and Katherine Bertel (2011) explore the tension between the traditional 
practice of authority control in cataloging and the more recent phenomenon of 
social tagging generated by library users as a new form of manual indexing from 
multiple points of view. Will the widespread practice of user-generated social 
tagging be a good addition to traditional indexing and knowledge management 
methodologies?  “By incorporating social tagging into the academic library, users 
have the ability to become more engaged with the creation and dissemination of 
information through personal or community-based tagging environments” 
(Ammer & Bertel, 2011, p. 14). 
 Social tagging, they argue, is not meant to replace traditional controlled 
vocabularies but used concurrently to expand access to library materials. These 
user-generated, reusable subject terms can be applied to resources in any media 
and makes of these users both consumers and contributors. Whether libraries opt 
for an in-house developed tagging system such as PennTags at the University of 
Pennsylvania or for an external site such as LibraryThing, librarians will need to 
actively eliminate barriers and facilitate the process in order to encourage the 
greatest possible participation in this particular type of content creation. This is 
the very essence of participatory librarianship. 
 
Katherine Bertel is a current MLS student at the University at Buffalo, The State 
University of New York, with an expected graduation date of May 2012. Her 
research interests include user-centered library instruction, modern information 
retrieval, and emerging technologies. She hopes to find a position in an academic 
library. 
Annalise Ammer is currently pursuing her MLS at the University at Buffalo, The 
State University of New York, with an expected graduation date of May 
2012. Her research interests include digitization of artifacts and texts, user 
interface design, and virtual libraries. Upon graduating she hopes to find a 
position in a digital library setting in either an academic or special library.  
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 The conversation continues with an article by Elena S. Smith, “Power and 
Practice in Academic Library Materials Selection Paradigms” in which she 
applies French philosopher Michel Foucault’s theories of power to library 
acquisitions and collection development. Smith posits a power relationship 
between library professionals and patrons within the context of different library 
acquisitions models. Whether a library utilizes traditional collection development 
methods (in which the power is held closely by the library professionals) or the 
more participatory, patron driven acquisition methods, each model influences the 
balance of power within a library setting.  
 
 In an academic library, materials acquisition methods are fraught with 
 questions about  library finances, collection balance, implementation 
 methods and the apportionment of  power. The varying roles of librarians, 
 faculty, graduate students, and undergraduate students in  the materials 
 selection process reveals that power dynamics exist in library acquisitions 
 methods...” (Smith, 2011, p. 13) 
 
In her conclusion, Smith admits that her study raises more questions than it 
answers. There are many avenues for continued research into the impact of power 
relations in the creation of library collections, some of which Smith outlines for 
us. In doing so, Smith extends the conversation and invites the reader to continue 
the discussion. 
 
Elena Smith is currently a master's student in San Jose's MLIS program and in 
CSUS' Public History Program. She has recently taken the Lib 287 Open Source 
course with Dr. Kovacs and is interning at the CSUS University Archive. Next 
semester, she will be continuing her internship, working as a library assistant at a 
local public library, and taking classes on XML and oral history. 
  The theme of participatory librarianship is also present in Lindsay L. 
Morrow and Amy Miller’s (2011), “A Picture is Worth A Thousand Words: The 
Perplexing Problem of Indexing Images.” “The purpose of this paper is to 
examine the current research surrounding image indexing, identify the 
implications to the indexing profession, propose a potential solution to increase 
the retrieval of images, and establish areas in need of further research” (Morrow 
& Miller, 2011, p. 1). 
 Morrow and Miller (2011) begin by offering an analysis of the current 
research on image indexing, a growing challenge to the profession both because 
of the exponential growth and availability of digital image collections and the 
inherent subjectivity of the format. They describe the three traditional approaches 
to image indexing—human indexing, controlled vocabularies, and computer 
extraction—and outline the drawbacks to each (Morrow and Miller, 2011). They 
4
SLIS Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 1
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/slissrj/vol1/iss2/1 8
School of Information Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [20 1], Art. 7
s: /scholarworks.sjsu.edu/ischoolsrj vol1/iss2/7
  
then propose a new collaborative model for image indexing which would 
incorporate both traditional indexing methods and user-generated tagging. This 
kind of collaborative approach using both controlled and uncontrolled or user 
generated content would allow the end user to participate in the process and 
expand access to images for other users. Library users would thus assist in 
enhancing access for other users. Once again, we see that the “new librarianship” 
as envisioned by Lankes (2011) will involve not only inclusion but collaboration 
between the  library professionals and the users they serve. 
 
Amy Miller plans on completing her Masters program in Library and Information 
Studies at the University at Buffalo, The State University of New York this 
winter. Her research interests include information retrieval, the digital divide, and 
digital libraries. She hopes to find an archives or an academic library position. 
 
Lindsay Marlow is a recent graduate in Masters of Library and Information 
Studies from the University at Buffalo, The State University of New York. Her 
research interests include information retrieval, reference in the digital age, and 
media &marketing. She hopes to find an academic library position or work within 
a special library. 
 
 And so the conversation continues. Lankes’ (2011) mantra, “The mission 
of librarians is to improve society through facilitating knowledge creation in their 
communities,” is plentifully affirmed in each of the articles presented here. 
Graduate student contributions to the scholarly literature, user-generated tagging 
to enhance access to library materials in all formats, promotion of health literacy 
by librarians in collaboration with other professionals, and patron-driven 
acquisitions models are all different threads of the same conversation. We are all 
interlocutors in this extraordinary discourse. We hope you enjoy this issue of the 
Student Research Journal. It reflects the dedication and hard work of not only the 
student authors but a team of student editors, scholars all, who have already begun 
to participate in a meaningful way. 
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Beyond the Walled Garden: LIS Students in an Era of Participatory Culture 
 
I recently participated in a meeting convened at the Salzburg Global Seminar in 
Austria. For five days, over 50 librarians and museum professionals from all over 
the world gathered to critically examine the impact of participatory culture on 
library and museum work. The event was sponsored by both the seminar and the 
Institute of Museum and Library Services. Participatory culture, defined by Henry 
Jenkins in Confronting the Challenges of Participatory Culture (2006), “is a 
culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, 
strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal 
mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along to 
novices” (p. 3). When barriers fall away, participation is possible. 
 The seminar included presentations, working groups, and discussions 
centered around how library and museum service should adapt to an environment 
in which participation is not only possible, but encouraged. The working group I 
joined developed curricula for new professionals in both arenas. One aspect we 
highlighted was the importance of engaging with technology. Within that area 
were three skills our group strongly believed future professionals should possess: 
the ability to engage and evolve with technology, the ability to impart technology 
to cross-generational communities, and the ability to create and maintain an 
effective virtual presence.  
 On breaks from the intensive work, I walked the grounds of the Schloss 
Leopoldskron, home of the Salzburg Global Seminar, beside a lovely lake. In the 
gardens of the Schloss, I considered the concept of the “walled garden.” This 
phrase has come to represent closed information technology systems or virtual 
spaces inaccessible to outsiders. The garden is safe from outside influences and 
those inside can flourish if tended. But the wall is also a barrier to outside 
participation. If students spend all of their time in a classroom or within the 
virtual walls of a closed learning management system (LMS), the potential 
benefits of accessing and experiencing their forthcoming professional 
environment will decrease. I also believe the skills and abilities detailed above 
flourish best when learners are participating directly with the wider community. 
There will always be a place for the classroom and the LMS, but balancing that 
environment with experience beyond the walled garden should be part of the 
learning process as well. 
 Jenkins (2006) notes that we have moved from the passivity of media 
spectatorship to a more engaged and inclusive environment because of the two-
way nature of communication technologies now available. I have argued that 
library and information science (LIS) students should be exposed to these open 
networks of sharing, discourse, and participation. Going beyond the walled 
garden affords students the chance to learn from others already established in our 
1
Stephens: Beyond the Walled Garden
Published by SJSU ScholarWorks, 2011 1
et al.: LIS Student Research Journal, Vol.1, Iss.2
  
wide and diverse field. The potential is present as well to share burgeoning 
research and new ideas culled from scholarly pursuits. Considering LIS education 
through the lens of Jenkins’ concepts of participatory culture strengthens this 
argument. 
 
Artistic Expression and Civic Engagement 
 
The possibilities for artistic expression via digital technologies provide 
opportunities to those so inclined to create, remix, reuse, and mash up ideas of all 
kinds. The age of the YouTube “star” gives way to an environment where ideas 
and values can be questioned and explored; this transcends pop culture to 
something deeper. Witness the “It Gets Better” project videos (IOLA Foundation 
d/b/a It Gets Better Project, 2011) or the recent upload by a young, bullied, gay 
teen (Mowry, 2011). He holds a hand-lettered notecard up, tears streaming down 
his face: “I have a million reasons to be here.”  
 Information professionals must understand what this change means for the 
creation, authority, sharing, and dissemination of information throughout the 
networks. They may be called upon to create physical and virtual spaces for this 
type of conversation. They may be asked to teach users how these tools work and 
how to share. 
 Civic engagement with the profession as well as with the community of 
information users is also a reality before graduation. I am reminded of the virtual 
internship program at SJSU SLIS in which students can work and learn in any 
number of unique and entirely online situations. 
 
Sharing Creations 
 
The Web has changed everything. The possibilities for sharing via information 
technologies and social networking allow LIS students to put course deliverables 
online for evaluation and feedback by classmates, instructors, and those beyond 
the virtual walls of the school. Previously, and as I recall from my own MLS 
program at Indiana University, papers, essays, and test responses were only 
shared between instructor and student. Presentations given in classrooms 
disappeared as soon as class was over. Now, my students’ Prezis, audio 
recordings, Sliderocket talks, and other digital presentations live on to become 
part of their portfolios and serve as evidence of accomplishments for future 
employers. Student research shared openly can become part of the greater 
conversation. These possibilities for sharing enable everyone to play a role in 
moving our profession forward: practitioners, researchers, scholars, and students. 
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Informal Mentorship 
 
As I have written in my Library Journal column, “Office Hours,” mentoring takes 
on new dimensions via participatory networks. Informal mentoring, in which 
practicing professionals engage with students via social tools, can be a catalyst for 
career success now and in the long term. For example, a strong mentor who shows 
students the best ways to navigate digital citizenship could help make or break an 
early career. 
 The other facet of informal mentoring is passing on knowledge to novices. 
Imagine an LIS student’s research project critiqued and evaluated by practicing 
professionals. Helping soon-to-be librarians further understand the intricacies of 
research methodologies and design through constructive commentary and 
suggestions may yield graduates who are stronger in these necessary skills. 
Imagine, too, the imparting of “in the trenches” knowledge via social tools, such 
as Twitter or librarians’ blogs, as another means to prepare future professionals. 
All those essential bits of information not learned in library school become 
available via this form of sharing. A cautionary note: There is no place for 
“snark,” personal attacks, or overwrought negativity in these participatory spaces. 
Criticism is only helpful when it moves everyone forward. 
 
Contributions Matter 
 
It makes me happy to see students, especially those who have taken my classes, 
lauded in the professional networks for their contributions. When an author has 
commented on a student’s blog post or a notable library figure “retweets” a 
student’s Twitter post, these actions prove that everyone can be a part of the 
discussion. Value is present from all who participate. The notion that only 
professional librarians’ opinions matter, for example, loses strength as everyone 
contributes.  
  The contributions of original research by graduate students can also be 
part of the ongoing, scholarly conversation within our field. A strong foundation 
in research methods prepares students - and not just those interested in academic 
libraries - for performing user studies, analysis of survey data, and other inquiries. 
  Consider, for example, the wide range of backgrounds LIS students bring 
to their graduate education. Many who are embarking on second careers may have 
insights and ideas that might benefit the greater community. Offering a 
mechanism for sharing and feedback, such as SRJ, gets their voices into the mix 
as soon as possible. 
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Social Connections 
 
Finally, Jenkins (2006) notes that feeling connected to a larger group is a benefit 
and affordance of participatory culture. Establishing these connections during 
library school prepares graduates for future networking throughout their careers. 
It also creates the potential for success in finding a position. Not being connected, 
not participating, not having that understanding, I would argue, yields a negative 
result. How would this graduate respond in an interview when asked: “What 
social networks do you use professionally?” 
  Reviewing our proposed curriculum after the Salzburg program has led me 
to consider more ways in which I might encourage participation in the broader 
community for LIS students. It also helps to crystallize some ideas concerning the 
abilities noted above. I would argue that all graduating LIS students should 
prepare themselves for a participatory professional culture by nurturing a few 
essential qualities. 
 
A Willingness to Learn and Explore 
 
Transformative learning marks shifts in a learner’s ideas or views of the world as 
they encounter new knowledge or tools. The ability to engage and evolve with 
various forms of technology is key for all information professionals. Learning 
must always continue, long after graduate school and throughout a career. The 
creation of one’s personal learning network (PLN) should begin in graduate 
school and flourish throughout years of service. Social networks contribute to 
one’s PLN, as do the colleagues we interact with daily. Learn from everyone and 
everything. Give back by sharing new knowledge and new ideas. 
 This means constantly looking and scanning for the next “big thing” that 
will impact what we do. It means looking beyond LIS topics to other areas of 
inquiry, including other academic disciplines, business, popular culture, and more. 
It also means taking on the unknown as a means to grow and learn. Exploration 
and its companion, play, have been foundational to programs like Learning 2.0 in 
libraries. 
 In A New Culture of Learning: Cultivating the Imagination for a World of 
Constant Change, Thomas and Brown (2011) argue that play, innovation, and 
experimentation is critical for 21st century learning success. They also argue that 
the world is changing faster than ever and acquired skill sets have a much shorter 
lifespan in this new landscape. This is a concern for many information 
professionals, because technologies change so quickly. New forms of learning 
such as play and experimentation can ameliorate this problem. 
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A Willingness to Share 
 
Creating new knowledge, synthesizing current research, and implementing unique 
solutions to problems should be shared for the benefit of the profession. Sharing, 
begun in graduate schools in the pages of this journal, for example, sets up our 
future professionals to continue the process of paying it forward. I am reminded 
of the Library 2.011 WorldWide Virtual Conference, held in November 2011, that 
offered free access to virtual presentations and sharing from librarians from all 
over the world. 
 
A Willingness to Teach 
 
Just as an attitude of learning should always be present, so should an emphasis on 
teaching and instruction be part of the information professional’s abilities. The 
realm of the instruction librarian or trainer has evolved to include more people 
than has historically been the case. I would argue that almost every position these 
days will include some form of imparting knowledge to others. Teaching 
information and technology skills to various communities across generations via 
various methods (e.g., in person, virtually, “just in time,” etc.) could be 
characterized as part of the new normal. 
 
A Willingness to Participate 
 
Most importantly, the ability to create and maintain an effective virtual presence 
over time sets up future professionals to adapt and evolve as the networks do. As 
the tools change from blogging to Twitter, and from MySpace to Facebook, the 
ever present information professional keeps current and participates. 
 This participation should be framed within a humanist approach to user 
services, technology, research, and decision making. The focus on the heart that I 
often write about should propel libraries, museums, and information environments 
of all kinds.  
 Learning leads to sharing which leads to teaching which leads to more 
learning. Moving beyond the walled garden and into the constant streams of 
conversation enables an understanding of participation that cannot be imparted 
within a closed environment. Finding balance between participation and personal 
reflection becomes key as well for professionals and the people we serve. 
  Exploration and critical thinking about the possibilities of participatory 
culture should begin during graduate education and set professionals up to 
contribute successfully and with heart throughout their careers. 
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#Socialtagging: Defining its Role in the Academic Library 
 
The past decade has brought about many changes in the way people search for 
and organize information, especially within the online environment. The Internet 
dramatically increased the amount of information available to the public, leading 
to an increase in the need for meaningful organization. Recent developments in 
Internet technologies have led to the creation of Web 2.0 tools, particularly social 
tagging websites. Such tools rely heavily upon user participation: Social tagging 
depends on users to create and apply tags to documents, images, video clips, and 
other resources. Social tagging has allowed for the creation of more access points 
to more resources in a way that is easier for more users to employ when compared 
to controlled vocabularies and subject headings. This idea is supported by many 
researchers within the information-seeking community. Kakali and 
Papatheodorou (2010) stated that “community engagement in social tagging 
creates a common vocabulary, reflecting, usually, a personalized conceptual 
model of the world, rather than a hierarchical model of knowledge categorization” 
(p. 192). However, there are conflicting opinions as to whether social tagging 
would be a good addition to traditional indexing and knowledge management 
methodologies. 
 Numerous researchers within the library science field have found that 
social tagging allows for more flexibility within an information retrieval system 
because “user assigned tags could cover aspects that are not available in a 
knowledge organization system, especially when it comes to new concepts; as 
such, they could help update the knowledge organization system” (Matthews et 
al., 2010, p. 448). At the same time, other scholars believe there is too much 
flexibility with social tagging and not enough control over the vocabulary 
(Hayman & Lothian, 2007; Lu, Park, & Hu, 2010). While these are both valid 
viewpoints, social tagging is here to stay. Now is the time for librarians to 
incorporate this widely used tool into the academic library catalog, allowing for a 
more participatory librarianship. Social tagging is not meant to replace subject 
headings or controlled vocabularies; instead, tags can be used concurrently to 
improve access according to changing user needs in the digital age. By using 
social tagging to complement subject headings, the main mission of a library to 
provide the highest level of access to the most users can be achieved. 
 
Review of the Literature 
 
Today’s Information Seeker and User 
 
The prominence of the Internet and digital technologies in academic life has 
changed the way students use and search for information. Library collections have 
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multiplied in size as more collections are digitized and added to institutional 
repositories, and resources are being shifted from amassing collections of physical 
objects to providing access to information. Digitization of information has 
increased the need for new ways of accessing information. Traditionally, access to 
library collections has been provided through a centralized location, classified by 
controlled languages (subject indexing) developed by information professionals. 
 Now, users can access information anywhere there is an Internet 
connection, and the organization and control of information is not limited to 
information professionals or libraries. Due to the amount of information available 
on the Web and the sheer size of digital collections, it has proven difficult to use 
controlled vocabularies when indexing digital information (Kipp, 2010; Redden, 
2010). Additionally, “it is often difficult for library users to formulate a proper 
query using specific keywords assigned to different fields of desired library 
catalogue records” (Lu, Park, & Hu, 2010, p. 768). Therefore, students need a 
new way of accessing information that coincides with their usage behavior and 
expectations. With the changing technological landscape, a new set of 
expectations has been created through the development of Internet-based 
technologies. The development and proliferation of Web 2.0 tools has changed 
the way users are able to interact with information. 
 The term Web 2.0 applies to a set of characteristics found in Web-based 
tools and practices that encourage more user interaction and participation (Conole 
& Alevizou, 2010). Student users of information not only want to interact and 
participate in an online environment, they have come to expect it (Steele, 2009). 
The Internet is now a collaborative and interactive environment rather than a 
static one (Redden, 2010). In this new environment, more users than ever before 
are both consumers and contributors of information. 
 The range of published content has expanded to include blogs, wikis, and 
social networks. The change in the production of information has caused a shift 
toward a more participatory and user-oriented library in which content comes 
from both librarians and users. The ability for users to contribute to the 
information process is an especially important aspect of librarianship in the digital 
era. Librarians once dominated the maintenance of taxonomies, controlled 
vocabularies, and other information classification structures. Web 2.0 
technologies have made this process potentially available to all. Now, with 
options like social tagging, the task (classification) is not reserved for librarians 
(Hayman & Lothian, 2007; Ivey, 2009). Users view classification as a personal 
process closely attached to their work (Lu et al., 2010). Therefore, students in the 
academic library need a personal space where they can manage and organize their 
work. It is also important that students understand the differences in the types of 
tags used, especially in regards to pure social tagging versus tags used by the 
entire academic community.  
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Defining Social Tagging 
 
When discussing the implications of social tagging, we must first define what 
social tagging is. Due to its relatively recent emergence onto the information 
organization and retrieval scene, there are many different definitions, some more 
accurate than others. Voss (2007) defines social tags as user-generated, reusable 
annotations, and subject search terms that are applied to any media type. This 
definition of social tagging is frequently used when compared with manual 
indexing. With social tagging, “the basic principle is that end users do subject 
indexing instead of experts only, and the assigned tags are being sown 
immediately on the web” (Voss, 2007, p. 2). In addition, many interchangeable 
terms exist alongside the many definitions of social tagging: collaborative 
tagging, social classification, social indexing, folksonomy, and social annotation. 
 Tags can be applied to almost any information-containing item, such as 
pictures, videos, websites, articles, documents, books, blogs, or music. Depending 
on the application used, oftentimes there are no limits to the number of tags that 
can be applied to an item. Web 2.0 services either provide a separate window to 
add tags, or give users the option of denoting tags through the use of hashtags 
(words or phrases prefixed with a hash symbol [#]; the title of this paper is a nod 
to this tagging method). Tags are then displayed in a sidebar so users can easily 
use, add, delete, or modify tags. The social aspect of tags refers to the community 
effort to tag documents, and all tags applied to a document can be viewed by other 
social taggers in the community. Tag clouds allow members of an online 
community to see what others have tagged, as well as the popularity of a tag. 
Unlike traditional subject classification and subject headings, social tagging is not 
the work of experts. Instead, social tagging is performed by the end user, creating 
a whole new set of information retrieval concepts and outcomes. Tagging cannot 
be forced upon the user—instead, the user must want to participate. 
 
 Types of tagging.  The word tagging is an umbrella term for a whole 
classification of tags available to use. Steele (2009) distinguishes between two 
main types of tags—broad tags and narrow tags—and their seven sub-types. 
Broad tags are for use by the community; they are broad by nature, making them 
good for general topics and ideas. Narrow tags, in contrast, are used primarily for 
personal information organization and retrieval. The seven sub-types are 
descriptive, resource, ownership/author, opinion, self-reference, task-organizing, 
and play tags. Descriptive tags tend to be more controlled and similar to subject 
headings. Resource tags perform a basic function: They describe what the item 
being tagged is. Ownership tags state who wrote or published the item. Opinion 
tags state the social taggers’ opinions of the document, such as “good,” “funny,” 
or “bad.” Two similar, private tag sub-types—self-reference and task-organizing 
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tags—are largely created only for individual taggers to help organize and control 
their information. Finally, play tags are for entertainment purposes (Steele, 2009). 
By understanding the variety of tag types, researchers can better analyze what 
tags are used more frequently and how particular tags can be applied in an 
academic or traditional library setting. 
 
Semiotics Approach to Tagging 
 
Social tagging serves as a modern example of semiotic theory. The field of 
semiotics is concerned with everything that can be viewed as a sign (Eco, 1984). 
Signs are not limited to the act of speech or language, but are concerned with 
anything that can be used to represent something else. Tags applied to an item are 
symbols that represent the content of the item. Tagging permits the use of 
numerous symbols (tags) to be applied to any given item. By allowing multiple 
users to apply their own tags to a single document, that document takes on a 
greater level of meaning and accessibility. Social tagging allows multiple symbols 
to be assigned to a single document from multiple viewpoints, which makes the 
tagged items more accessible to all. Markines et al. (2009) support the concept of 
creating a larger base of tags for increased accessibility as “they allow us to 
extend the assessment of what a page is about from content analysis algorithms to 
the collective ‘wisdom of the crowd’” (p. 1). Unlike traditional indexing, tagging 
provides a more creative and flexible approach for applying appropriate terms, 
leading to a more user-oriented environment. The meaning of a sign manifests in 
the interpretation created by its users, the most distinctive and innovative 
component of Peirce’s Sign Theory (Atkin, 2010). 
 Much of the research available on social tagging and semiotics refers to 
the triadic sign theory developed by the American philosopher, Charles Sanders 
Peirce (Atkin, 2010; Huang & Chuang, 2009). The triadic sign theory consists of 
three elements: representation, object, and interpretant. Huang and Chuang (2009) 
apply this theory to the process of social tagging in their own research; they 
“regard social tagging as a sign based on its triadic relation, that is: 
Representation (social tagging), Object (online communication) and Interpretation 
(Peircean semiotics)” (p. 341). Their research compares social tagging to the 
theory of Peircean semiotics, particularly the 10 classes of signs, and Huang and 
Chuang determine how to improve online communication through improved 
tagging techniques. They believe that social tagging is the representation; in other 
words, the text applied to the document as the tag is the sign itself. The object is 
the entity to which the tag is being applied: website, image, document, and so on. 
The interpretant portion is the user’s own interpretation of the tag that has been 
applied (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Peirce’s triad of semiotics applied to social tagging. Image adapted from 
Huang & Chuang (2009). 
 
 
 Within this structure, anyone can interpret a sign as he or she sees fit. 
Given human nature, not everyone will interpret a sign the same way; therein lies 
the issue. Tags can be interpreted incorrectly for a variety of reasons such as 
spelling variations, homonyms, and slang. To make tags more widely understood 
and accurate, Huang and Chuang (2009) recommend organizing tags based on the 
Peircean 10 classes of signs, through which tags will still be largely creative, but 
will contain a theoretical structure that makes them more effective and enables 
them to improve online communication. Huang and Chuang (2009) “look to 
semiotics for the concepts and general principles that are relevant and 
significant,” and their research “identifies 10 classes of social tagging to offer a 
semiotic solution to the vagueness and ambiguity of tagging in the online 
communication process” (p. 355). As Huang and Chuang demonstrate, applying 
semiotic theory to social tagging can eliminate the issues that come along with 
tagging, particularly synonyms, polysemes, and inconsistency. 
 Social tagging and semiotics have also been analyzed by Voss (2007) in 
reference to subject indexing. He believes that social tagging has helped to 
rekindle manual indexing in a world that has become largely based on full-text 
searching. Voss (2007) states that “subject indexing involves two steps: 
conceptual analysis and translation” (p. 4). Voss claims that social tagging also 
includes these two steps, thus strengthening the comparison to manual indexing. 
Conceptual analysis requires a user to interpret a document and determine its 
essence. 
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 When a social tagger views or reads an item, he or she establishes what 
the document is about, declaring its aboutness. Unlike manual indexing, which is 
usually performed by one person, social tagging allows multiple taggers to index 
items. Research has shown that “conceptual analysis heavily depends on the needs 
and interest of users that a resource is tagged for – different people can be 
interested in different aspects” (Voss, 2007, p. 4). Multiple interpretations of the 
document can be determined by each individual tagger, thus increasing the 
number of access points for the document. Translation is the act of applying a tag 
appropriate to what the tagger or indexer determines during the conceptual 
analysis step, and problems usually occur during the translation step due to the 
participation of multiple social taggers. When more than one person is tagging an 
item, it becomes very difficult to ensure consistency among the tags. 
 
Tagging in the Academic Library 
 
In the past, the library has been a relatively static environment. Interaction from 
library users has generally been limited to the search and retrieval of documents 
from the catalog. Social tagging provides users and librarians a new way of 
interacting with the catalog. Experts are no longer the only ones organizing and 
managing information. Many librarians fear relinquishing their control for a 
system that is inherently somewhat wild (has no authority control). However, 
social tagging is not meant to replace subject headings and controlled 
vocabularies—rather, it is intended to complement them. This symbiosis between 
the knowledge organization system and tagging can be achieved in multiple ways. 
 Where social tagging is weak or flawed (such as having a large variety of 
terms), subject headings are strong (such as providing a rigid structure), and vice 
versa. In this way, tagging can be used to start the search because users can find 
tags that are based on natural language; then, subject headings can be used in the 
retrieval of related documents. Suggestions for tags can also come from the 
controlled vocabulary or knowledge organization system, providing users with a 
more precise language and thereby eliminating some problems commonly 
associated with tagging. With the implementation of social tagging, the catalog is 
a collaborative space where different viewpoints are represented and everyone can 
participate. With the ability to obtain information interactively, users may find the 
catalog less confusing and less difficult to navigate. As a result, the library 
becomes more welcoming to a greater number of users (Steele, 2009). 
 Social tagging relies on participation, which is especially important in the 
academic library. A seemingly intuitive statement, but if not taken into 
consideration, the time, money, and effort exerted to implement a social tagging 
system can go to waste. If users do not participate, then the system fails. When 
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librarians incorporate social tagging into the library, they must make tagging easy, 
useful, and fun. As Steele (2009) puts it: 
 
 The library has to make sure the tagging system helps people manage their  
 information well; otherwise it could become just another “information 
 closet” like bookmarks. Encouraging collaboration, self-expression, and 
 play is another way to ensure patron  participation. In other words, make 
 tagging fun and useful, not just a chore. (p. 76) 
 
 Technological tools such as social tagging can enable librarians to 
facilitate convenient access to library resources, provide access to services or 
resources unavailable before, or provide support services when help is needed. 
However, if the proposed tool is not easy to use, it can cause many problems for 
the user: Users can become frustrated or intimidated; complex technologies can 
impede interaction and create distance between users and the library (Walker, 
Craig-Lees, Hecker, & Francis, 2002). Not only should the proposed tool be easy 
to use, but students should also be invited to participate, thus enabling them to 
express their unique viewpoints. These issues must be taken into consideration 
when assessing the potential benefit of a technological tool. 
 
 Examples of implementation. One of the most successful examples of 
social tagging integrated in an academic library has been the University of 
Pennsylvania PennTags system (University of Pennsylvania, 2004). PennTags is a 
locally developed tagging software program created by the University of 
Pennsylvania. Members of the University of Pennsylvania community can tag or 
save cataloged books, journals, articles, webpages, images, and query results. The 
PennTags system caters to users who are comfortable with traditional search 
methods and those seeking a new way of interacting with the catalog. Features of 
the PennTags website include a tag cloud that visualizes the size of tags according 
to popularity (tags must be used at least 110 times before they are displayed in the 
tag cloud); a section for recently tagged items; and a quick-access pane for tag 
groups and projects. According to statistical data, 27 bookmarks (on average) are 
posted each day and every post is assigned four tags (Lu et al., 2010; Steele, 
2009). Developing an in-house system, however, is not the only option available 
to librarians considering the possibility of implementing tagging.  
 Librarians also have the option of using external websites, such as 
LibraryThing (http://www.librarything.com/), for tagging documents. 
LibraryThing is a popular Web 2.0 tool with a social dimension that allows users 
to share and view other user profiles, as individual users catalog their books. One 
negative aspect of using externally hosted websites in the academic library setting 
is that students are required to create a profile in order to participate. As simple as 
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this can be, it can be a big turnoff for many students because this requires more 
effort from the user to maintain and update stored information, manage passwords 
or usernames, use different accounts on multiple websites, and perform multiple 
steps to get to the information needed (Redden, 2010). When libraries have opted 
to use external websites for tagging, this has proven to be less sustainable 
compared to locally developed systems. When a college or university decides to 
develop a locally developed system, librarians and other library staff are often 
more invested in its implementation and success. An externally hosted system, on 
the other hand, can easily be forgotten or neglected. For example, Ohio State 
University’s use of LibraryThing was chronicled by Steele (2009), but their 
profile no longer exists. This indicates that adoption of Web 2.0 tools must be 
carefully thought out and planned prior to implementation. 
 In order for the adoption of external websites to be successful, librarians 
must maintain and promote their usage. Before a library adopts the use of any 
Web 2.0 tool, there should be a plan to regulate the person(s) in charge of 
maintaining the library’s profile and presence. One added benefit to using external 
tagging websites is that the users can take advantage of the expansive 
vocabularies from these websites. Additionally, it costs the library very little to 
use and maintain an external website. If the external website proves to be a 
success, it could lead to the in-house creation of a tagging system tailored to that 
particular library and its users. 
 
Implications to Knowledge Management 
 
Controlled Languages 
 
Subject headings are a vital component of the academic library. They provide a 
structure that allows information to be organized in a consistent and precise 
manner. Subject headings such as the Library of Congress Subject Headings 
(LCSH) are based on a hierarchy with headings and subheadings. This structure 
eliminates sense ambiguity between homographs, synonyms, and polysemes by 
placing the term within a context. A word is defined by the company it keeps, 
thereby providing a clear and precise meaning for the user. Subject headings and 
controlled vocabularies are often created according to standards, such as the 
National Information Standards Organization (NISO) or American National 
Standards Institute (ANSI). Adherence to such standards eliminates problems 
such as misspellings and plural word forms, while maintaining consistency. 
 In addition to quality control, librarians take issue with the potentially 
short life span of social tagging. Subject headings have proven to have greater 
longevity than social tagging. According to Matthews et al. (2010), 
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 Libraries have cataloged millions of volumes using the LCSH, and it 
 would take years to tag all the items in the catalog. Some materials  could 
 probably never be tagged. Therefore, a tag search is going to come up with 
 only the most recent or popular information. (p. 72) 
 
The proven longevity of subject headings has caused many librarians to question 
the staying power of social tagging. Many librarians believe social tagging is just 
another fad and believe their efforts to implement tagging would be irrelevant a 
few years from now. However, there is a dire need to update the way users are 
able to access information.  
 Many aspects of subject headings can actually impede rather than improve 
a user’s access to information. Information is increasing at an alarming rate and 
concepts are constantly changing. Due to their size, subject heading systems react 
slowly to new concepts and changes in meaning. Subject headings such as LCSH 
have evolved to accommodate contemporary terms, but they can never be 
completely up to date. Although updates have been made, terms that are either 
archaic or deviate from common usage can still be found. While the subject 
headings are intended to be helpful, they sometimes use unpopular terms that 
impede the user’s ability to locate and use the “correct” term. 
 It is often very difficult for non-experts to use subject headings for 
formulating queries because they are created by expert users. Trant (2006), 
assessing the relationship of the folksonomy (tags created by a community of 
users) to the professionally created museum-controlled vocabulary, revealed that 
86% of user-generated tags were not present in the museum’s controlled 
vocabulary. This study indicates that social tagging provides a significantly 
different vocabulary not available from expert-generated systems of knowledge 
organization (Lu et al., 2010). According to Cory Doctorow, a Creative Commons 
activist and author, “requiring everyone to use the same vocabulary to describe 
their material denudes the cognitive landscape, enforces homogeneity in ideas. 
And that’s just not right” (as quoted in Steele, 2009, p. 72). No single term, 
however well-crafted and chosen, can cover all of a user’s query attempts. Our 
language and our experiences are varied and colorful. Users should not be forced 
to use only one viewpoint when searching for information. This limits the ways 
users are able to think about and articulate their topic. A system should support 
the vocabulary of all users to best serve the library’s mission of providing the 
most access to the most users. 
 
Social Tagging 
 
Compared to traditional indexing techniques, social tagging has many features 
that improve the overall experience for the end user. One of the main features that 
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draw users to tagging is that the tags can be written in the user’s natural language. 
The vocabulary that they use to tag has more meaning to users than do traditional 
subject headings, therefore increasing their overall understanding of the document 
at hand. Spiteri (2007) writes that “an attractive feature of folksonomies is their 
inclusiveness; they reflect the vocabulary of the users, regardless of viewpoint, 
background, bias, and so forth” (p. 14). The user’s ability to interact with the 
information removes the barrier between the user and the item. Instead of being 
presented with static information, the user becomes actively involved and can 
organize information as he or she sees fit. The environment with which users 
interact is changing: “The user is in control. The patrons are changing, and are 
expecting to be able to participate and interact online” (Steele, 2009). Social 
tagging encourages participation and fosters a sense of community among the 
taggers. Before social tagging, information retrieval was a solitary act. Now 
people work together as groups to help organize and disseminate information, 
making it more accessible for everyone. 
 Although there are many positive aspects to social tagging there are 
drawbacks as well. One of the most discussed issues in research is the lack of 
authority control in social tagging. Kakali and Papatheodorou (2010) point out: 
“In contrast to traditional classification systems and thesauri, there is no authority 
control, nor are there selection criteria and instructions for tag generation, and as a 
result many synonymous tags are generated” (p. 192). Issues that occur with 
tagging include ambiguity, polysemy, and synonymy. One word can have many 
different meanings, such as the word present, which can mean “current,” “a gift,” 
“to show,” or “to be somewhere.” A tag can be too specific or too general 
depending on who is utilizing the document and the tag. 
 Traditionally, tagging systems do not provide guidelines to users 
concerning the form of tags, thus leading to non-conformity (Spiteri, 2007). When 
tags are not clear or concise, their purpose of communicating information and 
helping others find information is diminished. Huang and Chuang (2009) state 
that “confusion in social tagging, seen from the perspective of online 
communication, occurs because of different interpretations of what tags are meant 
to represent. More specifically, the difficulty lies in the interpretation along 
technical and social dimensions” (p. 341). A potential solution to this problem 
would be the addition of some form of authority control over the tags. 
 To find out whether authority control or tag suggestions would improve 
tag quality, a study described by Matthews et. al. (2010) provided participants 
with documents that were to be tagged. The study involved 10 participants who 
were considered active (i.e., having published and deposited a number of papers 
to the institutional repository, ePubs) in a single field of study: computer science 
and information technology. This particular field uses an easily available 
controlled vocabulary: the ACM Computing Classification Scheme. The study 
10
SLIS Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 3
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/slissrj/vol1/iss2/3 28
School of Information Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 7
s: /scholarworks.sjsu.edu/ischoolsrj vol1/iss2/7
  
was able to compare this widely-used vocabulary against the vocabulary of the 
user (Matthews et al., 2010). Some of the documents to be tagged by the subjects 
had suggested tags (controlled vocabulary terms), while other documents had no 
suggestions and were open to interpretation. After the procedure was finished, the 
general conclusion was that “choosing terms from a controlled vocabulary was a 
‘good thing’ and better than choosing their own terms,” and that “usability would 
be greatly enhanced by providing some automatic assistance in suggesting tags” 
(Matthews et al., 2010, p. 460). 
 Overall, it seems that suggested tags from a controlled vocabulary would 
be a potential benefit to the user, but they cannot be the only option available for 
the social tagger. If tags only came from the controlled vocabulary, that would 
defeat the purpose of tagging. Steele (2009) makes this balance between authority 
control and flexibility clear in his research, stating that “the users must be allowed 
to create their own tags, and not forced to choose from a selection. While the 
system can offer suggestions, the option to add their own still must exist” (p. 69). 
Once again, this supports the idea that tags need to strike a balance between 
rigidity and flexibility in order to be successfully implemented. 
 
 Social tagging and manual indexing. There is much discussion as to 
whether social tagging helps improve indexing, or whether it has any effect on 
indexing at all. Some researchers believe that social tagging is helping to bring 
about a reform in manual indexing. Over the past decade, manual indexing has 
decreased in popularity because of the high cost and the extensive time its 
creation requires. Until social tags became popular, almost all online searching 
was performed through full-text searching. Both indexing and social tagging 
allow more specific and descriptive information seeking than does full-text 
searching. 
 To determine which method (indexing or social tagging) would be more 
cost efficient and beneficial, a document must be evaluated. For a static document 
such as a book, indexing makes more sense. Documents that are not as static—
such as blog posts, websites, photos, podcasts, videos, or comments—are better 
suited for tagging. For these dynamic items that naturally and continually evolve, 
tags will be more likely to always reflect its content due to the flexible and ever-
changing nature of tags. Furthermore, tags “hold the promise of reducing indexing 
costs by drawing end-users into contributing, adding value as part of their 
interaction with formation services” (Matthews et al., 2010, p. 448). Overall, 
manual indexing and social tagging are similar in nature. They complement one 
another while maintaining separate and equally important identities and uses.  
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Discussion 
 
Assessment 
 
Due to its increased popularity over the past five years, the influence that social 
tagging has on today’s information-seeking user can no longer be ignored. Social 
tagging is here to stay, so information professionals should continue to explore 
social tagging to the fullest extent possible. This review of the research available 
on social tagging and its usability in traditional libraries indicates that tagging can 
never entirely replace traditional indexing and subject headings. Instead, a system 
that incorporates both traditional methods and tagging in a cohesive manner 
seems to be in order. Today’s users expect to be able to interact with the 
information available, and tagging has created an environment that allows them to 
do so. Social tagging can be the bridge between modern users and libraries, as 
“social bookmarking and tagging tools help librarians bridge the gap between the 
library’s need to offer authoritative, well organized information and their patrons’ 
web experience” (Rethlefsen, 2007, p. 26). Although the flexibility of tagging is a 
positive characteristic, it must be partially controlled in order to successfully 
implement a social tagging system in a traditional library setting. Tag suggestions 
or an optional authority control would greatly improve the quality of tags, thus 
allowing tagging to be consistent, effective, and efficient in an academic or 
traditional library setting. 
 
Suggestions for a Methodology to Control Tags 
 
Social tagging is a tool with which many students are already familiar; therefore, 
any system a library decides to adopt should mimic features of popular tagging 
systems. Features of popular tagging websites include tag ranking, 
recommendations, and reviews. Popular e-commerce websites, such as 
Amazon.com, serve as successful models that include many of these features. 
Based on past tagging behavior, the tagging system can recommend related tags 
or provide suggestions for tags based on users who have tagged similarly or from 
the knowledge organization system. Automated features such as these can 
improve the tagging quality and indexing exhaustivity. 
 Another methodology for controlling tags is to limit the modification of 
tags to the academic community. This can be further reduced to creating specialty 
or niche user groups, according to departments or majors, who are in charge of 
managing the tags of that specialty. Marlow and Miller (2011) state, “the Expert 
User title would require that they have some proficiency with the subject matter 
or credentials in order to accurately tag the image” (p. 5). Therefore, the judgment 
made by the expert user on the relevancy and usefulness of a tag could be valued. 
12
SLIS Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 3
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/slissrj/vol1/iss2/3 30
School of Information Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 7
s: /scholarworks.sjsu.edu/ischoolsrj vol1/iss2/7
  
 According to a study performed by Nichols and Mellinger of Oregon State 
University, it was discovered that undergraduate students search for information 
according to course assignments and projects whereas graduate students and 
faculty search according to subject (Redden, 2010). Providing the ability for users 
to create groups according to subject helps improve the access to and retrieval of 
information more relevant to that particular user. Additionally, by allowing niche 
users to control tags, users more easily engage with the library. Users would be 
considered experts, providing them with the motivation to participate because 
they have a specific role that contributes to the betterment of the library for the 
good of the community. These expert users would also have a special interest in 
ensuring that tags are used properly and documents are tagged appropriately, and 
they could help monitor and correct the use of personal tags. 
 Personal tags can become problematic when “many users use tags only to 
characterize their own documents, and not to help the community” (Matthews et 
al. 2010, p. 448). Providing users with the option to tag items for their own 
personal use or community use would help reduce the prevalence of self-reference 
tags such as “read,” “unread,” or “owned.” Because users like to attach personal 
resource management while tagging, this would provide users the option to use 
these tags but they would not be added to the community (Lu et al., 2010). 
 
Conclusions and Future Research 
 
Social tagging is a burgeoning topic of research in the library science field. To 
date, its implementation in the academic library has been slow. Suggestions for 
further research on social tagging in the academic library setting include: 
 
• further implementation of social tagging and subject headings being used 
concurrently; 
• studies of user interaction with a controlled language and/or suggestion-
based tagging vocabulary system; 
• investigation into whether users find tags or subject headings more useful 
when searching; and 
• studies involving participants in fields outside of library science to better 
represent typical users. 
 
 When used correctly, social tagging can be an excellent tool for improving 
access to a library’s catalog. Academic library websites should incorporate “an 
efficient, flexible, and user-oriented interface, build a virtual space that facilitates 
rich user experiences, engage users and encourage collective intelligence and 
support content sharing and nurture online communities” (Redden, 2010, p. 224). 
By incorporating social tagging into the academic library, users have the ability to  
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become more engaged with the creation and dissemination of information through 
personal or community-based tagging environments. These environments also 
allow many viewpoints to be represented equally. The differing viewpoints of an 
increasingly diverse demographic are better represented in a system that reflects 
each user’s unique cultural perspective, allowing the aboutness of an object to be 
determined by many people, and such a system can reflect the perspective of all 
users. Social tagging is a tool that meets these requirements. For successful 
implementation, however, information professionals must use social tagging with 
a carefully balanced level of authority control that allows for flexibility while 
minimizing inaccuracies. 
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Health Literacy: An Overview of an Emerging Field 
 
The field of library and information science has a long history of encouraging 
lifelong learning and literacy. The public library has been well documented as an 
educational resource throughout communities in the United States (De la Peña 
McCook, 2004; Johnson, 1938; Taylor, 2010). Public libraries have a history of 
offering a variety of programs to promote early literacy and adult literacy, and are 
now expanding services in some cases to include digital and financial literacy. 
Another type of literacy or skill set is coming to the forefront and has a significant 
impact on individuals’ lives and well-being: health literacy. Do libraries and 
librarians have a role to play in this newly emerging field of literacy? 
This paper opens with background information and definitions of health 
literacy. Measurement tools, limited literacy, and implications for quality health 
care are then explored. A discussion of the role of libraries, future research, and 
implications of this emergent field of study are also addressed. 
 
Background and Definition 
 
The field of health literacy is relatively new and as such suffers from a lack of 
coherent theory or overarching contextual framework. This may not be by chance, 
as concepts in the area of health literacy span many disciplines, including 
education, health communication, behavioral science, medicine, linguistics, public 
health, anthropology, sociology, and psychology. Additionally, the problem of 
individuals’ differing levels of health literacy skills has largely gone unrecognized 
until fairly recently. The health effects of low literacy and illiteracy have been 
referred to as “the silent epidemic” (Marcus, 2006, p. 339). 
Thus far, health literacy has been studied in the biomedical context, and 
viewed, for the most part, as a biomedical issue or problem. A number of 
organizations have sought to define health literacy. In 2009, the Literacy 
Assistance Center (LAC) collected and published a range of definitions on their 
website. Their list of definitions was compiled from various sources, including the 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the American Medical 
Association (AMA), the Health Literacy Network (Canada), the Office of the 
Mayor of New York City, and the book, Advancing Health Literacy by 
Zarcadoolas, Pleasant, and Greer (2006). Commonalities existed among all of the 
definitions cited. While the posting by the LAC stated that the AMA’s definition 
referred to “a constellation of skills,” they stated that academicians Zarcadoolas et 
al. referred to a “wide range of skills and competencies.” The concept of an 
individual’s ability to negotiate within the health care environment was prevalent 
across all definitions: “ability to perform…tasks to function in the health care 
environment” (Literacy Assistance Center, 2009). The LAC’s post reported the 
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Health Literacy Network’s definition as including the “ability…to take care of 
ourselves;” the NYC Mayor’s Office of Adult Education as including “take 
appropriate actions to protect and promote health;” and the book Advancing 
Health Literacy as including “reduce health risks and increase quality of life” 
(Literacy Assistance Center, 2009). 
Currently, the most widely accepted definition, presented by the National 
Library of Medicine (Selden, Zorn, Ratzan & Parker, 2000) and developed by 
Ratzan and Parker (2000) is, “The degree to which individuals have the capacity 
to obtain, process, and understand basic health information and services to make 
appropriate health decisions” (Institute of Medicine, 2004, p. 4). This is the 
definition adopted for use by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
for their publication Healthy People 2010. As the field moves toward consensus, 
this definition has gained more widespread adoption over recent years, and 
incorporates concepts from the various definitions cited above. The LAC and the 
AMA now use the Healthy People 2010 definition on their websites, though the 
AMA has appended the words “and follow instructions for treatment” (American 
Medical Association, 2011; Literacy Assistance Center, 2011). The definitions 
cited by the LAC in 2009 on their website no longer appear on any of the cited 
organizations’ websites. Sharing a common definition is one of the first steps in 
the effort to create a common understanding across disciplines in order to address 
the challenges associated with health literacy. 
  According to the Institute of Medicine (IOM, 2004), there are a variety of 
interwoven factors that can affect health literacy. These include culture, 
education, language, and the actual health care setting. Additionally, health 
literacy cannot be studied without also examining the health context. The health 
context includes government agencies, the media, the marketplace, and the 
materials and interactions individuals have regarding health. Health literacy is 
considered to be a “reciprocal function of the health context and the individual” 
(Institute of Medicine, 2004, p. 66). That is to say that neither the individual nor 
the health context can be viewed or studied separately when investigating the 
complex issue of how to address low health literacy. For example, in the context 
of a stressful medical encounter, even individuals with high levels of literacy may 
not understand what their health care providers are telling them. The health care 
environment is a unique setting and can have an impact on individuals’ capacities 
to understand and process information. 
The problems associated with low levels of health literacy have a 
substantial impact on citizens from all segments of society. The most common 
characteristics associated with lower levels of health literacy are age, education 
level, and ethnicity (Paasche-Orlow, Parker, Gazmararian, Nielsen-Bohlman, & 
Rudd, 2005). Levels of health literacy are not constant across the lifespan, nor are 
they constant across situations for any given individual. Given that this issue has 
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major implications for health care provision, a better understanding of the 
interaction between health literacy levels and successful navigation through the 
health care system is imperative. 
 
Measurement Tools 
 
Currently the two most commonly used tools for measuring or assessing health 
literacy competency are the Rapid Estimate of Adult Literacy in Medicine 
(REALM) and the Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults (TOFHLA) 
(Davis, et al., 1993; Parker, Baker, & Williams, 1995). The REALM assessment 
was designed for ease of use in the clinical setting, as it only takes three minutes 
to administer and requires very minimal training for personnel. The tool consists 
of a pronunciation test and medical-word recognition. Because of the 
pronunciation element in the measure, it is only available in English. The 
TOFHLA measure is more extensive, and includes a test of reading 
comprehension and numerical ability. This test was developed in the 1990s and 
the terms used reflect health care materials commonly used during that time 
period. Because the TOFHLA was a lengthy tool to administer (taking up to 22 
minutes), a shortened version called the S-TOFHLA was developed; it takes about 
12 minutes or less to administer (Baker, Williams, Parker, Gazmararian, & Nurss, 
1999). 
Among those who believe that screening tools are necessary, there is 
widespread agreement that better tools are needed. To that end, public health 
researchers are investigating new approaches to quantifying health literacy levels 
(Smith, 2009). It is becoming increasingly recognized that one composite measure 
may be difficult to create, as health literacy is context-based and subject to change 
among individuals and across situations. A framework or “family” of information 
is necessary to enable the field to move forward, so efforts should be maintained 
to identify components that can be measured and addressed (Gazmararian, 2009). 
There are some in the field who advocate that the current evidence does 
not support the need for clinical screening of patient literacy, and that the benefits 
do not warrant the potential harm to patients in the form of shame and alienation. 
Rather than relying on screening tools, health care providers should be more 
attentive to patients and communicate without jargon (Paasche-Orlow & Wolf, 
2007). Additionally, health materials should be easier to read, as this poses no 
harm and benefits all patients (Pignone, DeWalt, Sheridan, Berkman, & Lohr, 
2005). 
Until research can demonstrate that screening benefits patients without 
causing harm, Paasche-Orlow and Wolf (2007) make three recommendations for 
dealing with limited health literacy: large provider groups and health plans should 
find estimates of the prevalence of limited literacy in their areas and respond 
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accordingly; clinicians and health care administrators should endeavor to reduce 
unnecessary complexity in the health care setting; and universal precautions 
should be adopted to support problem solving and to confirm patients’ 
understanding of self-care activities. 
 
Limited Literacy 
 
It should be noted that at the heart of the health literacy issue is the greater 
societal problem of limited literacy. It seems that in their efforts to understand 
health literacy, health researchers have skipped past the issue of literacy in 
general, and concentrated efforts on understanding the impact of low health 
literacy. This is understandable, given that literacy has generally been studied 
within the context of education, not in the health arena. As the field becomes 
more robust, with more input from a wider range of disciplines, hopefully a 
greater understanding of the broader implications of limited literacy will occur. 
Pleasant (2009) describes health literacy as a social issue with biomedical 
implications. He further states that there is a need to distinguish literacy problems 
from communication issues. This assertion is particularly germane to the health 
care setting. According to the Office of Management and Budget, in 2002 there 
were 66 million patient encounters across language barriers (Newman, 2003). 
This introduces yet another aspect of the health care encounter that can further 
complicate the assessment of low health literacy in the clinical setting. Until we 
step back and examine limited literacy in the broader context of its impact on 
societal equity, and on cultural and health disparities, we will be limiting our 
understanding of the interaction of literacy and health outcomes. 
 
Implications for Quality Health Care 
 
The link between low health literacy skills and poor health outcomes has been 
well established. In a systematic review of the literature, patients with low literacy 
were found to be 1.5 to 3 times more likely to experience a poor outcome, as 
determined by measures of morbidity, intermediate disease markers, use of health 
resources, and general health status (DeWalt, Berkman, Sheridan, Lohr, & 
Pignone, 2004). Elderly individuals with lower health literacy comprehension 
have been found to be more likely to have poorer mental and physical health. 
Additionally, inadequate health literacy has been linked to higher risk-adjusted 
rates of cardiovascular death in this population and to an increased risk of hospital 
admission (Baker et al., 2002; Baker, Parker, & Williams, 1998; Baker et al., 
2007; Wolf, Gazmararian, & Baker, 2005). 
In addition to poor health outcomes, low literacy affects patient 
compliance and self-care capability. One does not have to search far to find 
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examples in the medical literature of the negative effects of inadequate literacy. 
Low levels of the understanding of chronic diseases such as hypertension and 
diabetes have been linked to low literacy. In one study, 94% of patients with 
diabetes and adequate functional health literacy could identify the symptoms of 
hypoglycemia compared with 50% of patients with inadequate literacy (Williams, 
Baker, Parker, & Nurss, 1998). Findings such as these are of grave concern, as 
patients may not understand or appreciate the signs of early disease, and thus may 
delay care, leading to poorer outcomes and increased costs. 
Medical treatment can also be adversely affected. Inadequate literacy has 
been strongly correlated with improper metered-dose inhaler utilization among 
asthma patients (Williams, Baker, & Honig, 1998). Another study found that 
patients with low literacy were unable to understand prescription drug warning 
labels (Davis, Wolf, & Bass, 2006). Preventive care is yet another area that can be 
adversely affected by low literacy levels. In a study of low-income women in 
Louisiana, 39% with a third-grade reading level did not know what a 
mammogram was for, as compared with only 12% of women with a reading level 
at or above the ninth grade level (Davis et al., 1996). It is apparent that inadequate 
literacy can produce negative effects at all levels of encounters in the patient care 
process. In addition, as there is an increasing emphasis on patient-centered care, 
individuals with inadequate literacy levels will not only be left behind, but will 
face increasing challenges in health care settings. 
As the adverse consequences of low literacy with regard to health status 
become increasingly known, members of the health care community are 
responding with varied approaches. Many advocate for simplifying print materials 
for patients (Lee, 1999; Wilson, 2000). This approach is a relatively easy and 
cost-effective response to initiate. Tailored educational approaches have also been 
found to help patients to learn and remember self-management skills in asthma 
treatment, and to improve outcomes for diabetes management (Paasche-Orlow & 
Riekert et al., 2005; Rothman et al., 2004). 
Organizations across the country are building coalitions and engaging in 
outreach activities to improve health literacy in their communities (Pomerantz, 
Muhammad, Downey, & Kind, 2008). While these efforts are encouraging, there 
is a need to address low literacy at core levels to address the health disparities in 
our society. As stated in Eradicating Low Health Literacy, “No one organization 
can advance health literacy alone” (Pfizer Inc., 2003, p. 16). Partnerships are 
important because they provide forums for reaching new and larger audiences, 
sharing resources, creating new tools, expanding services, and increasing funding 
opportunities (Libraries for the Future, 2009). 
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The Role of Libraries 
 
Librarians are becoming involved in efforts to improve health literacy levels. In 
her 2009 keynote address at the Libraries for the Future Building Partnerships 
conference, literacy expert Rudd (2009) stated “Libraries are the only public 
institution that says to its users: ‘we trust you.’ The importance of that philosophy 
in promoting health literacy—particularly among the underserved—cannot be 
underestimated.” Public libraries in particular have been identified as a natural 
partner in promoting health literacy efforts. This is due to the fact that not only do 
public libraries provide free and anonymous information to all, but they are also 
located in almost every neighborhood throughout the country, and are connected 
to other community resources. Additionally, librarians are trained to aid patrons in 
finding information. Libraries are gateways to electronic access for the 
underserved (Libraries for the Future, 2009). Organizations such as the American 
Library Association (ALA) and the Medical Library Association (MLA) 
recognize the potential role librarians can play and are involved in efforts to 
promote health literacy (American Library Association, 2009; Hogan-Smith, 
2004). 
These efforts include projects such as the Health Information Literacy 
Research Project, an undertaking by the MLA, funded by the National Library of 
Medicine to study the role of the librarian as health literacy educator (Shipman & 
Funk, 2009). The efforts of the MLA have been primarily geared toward medical 
libraries and health care settings, not public libraries. The ALA’s Reference and 
User Services Association currently offers a class, Health Information 101, for 
interested librarians. The class includes six modules, one of which is literacy and 
health outcomes. These study and training efforts are appropriate steps and 
indicate recognition, in both the medical library and public library fields, of the 
importance of engaging in efforts to address health literacy issues and the need for 
librarians to become involved. 
Other avenues for public libraries and librarians to consider may be to 
offer direct training for patrons and community members on how to find 
authoritative, high quality health information. Library science programs should 
adapt to include courses addressing consumer health information and all types of 
information literacies, including health literacy, in the core curriculum. 
It is clear that the notion put forth by physician David Baker a decade ago 
rings true today: a national effort is necessary to determine what approaches and 
strategies are effective for communicating health information to patients, no 
matter what their educational level, reading ability, culture, or language (Baker, 
1999). Given the complexity of issues surrounding health literacy, that effort will 
require collaboration not only across disciplines but across institutions as well. 
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Future Research 
 
As the field of health literacy has become better established, the need for more 
research has been recognized at the national level. In the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009, the National Institutes of Health (NIH) included health 
literacy as one of their highest priority challenge topics. On the NIH website, the 
request for grant proposals stated: “We propose research that investigates 
interventions that address health literacy issues (e.g., technology tools, literacy 
aides or other community health workers, language-appropriate labels for 
prescription and over-the-counter medications) and their relationship to health 
outcomes for health disparity populations” (U.S. National Institutes of Health, 
2009). 
The IOM (2004) has identified a number of areas in which further research 
is needed. These include the need for causal models explaining the relationships 
among health literacy, the health system, the education system, and relevant 
cultural and social systems. The IOM advocates for studies on health service 
utilization and expenditures and culturally appropriate new measures of health 
literacy. They also recommend research on the development of conceptual 
frameworks on the intersection of culture and health literacy. Of interest are the 
different approaches of these health care agencies. While the NIH is focused on 
interventions, the IOM is interested in establishing the theoretical underpinnings 
of the field. It is clear that both approaches are necessary and will need to be 
addressed in tandem. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The challenges in the emergent field of health literacy, while daunting, are not 
insurmountable. When one considers that the first articles on the subject appeared 
just 20 years ago, it is apparent that strides have been made in the understanding 
of the interplay between the many factors that affect health literacy. At the heart 
of the issue are the challenges and problems associated with limited literacy in 
general, which become acutely manifested in the health care setting. To address 
these problems, a multidisciplinary approach is coming to the fore. The trend 
seems to be toward collaboration among a wider range of medical personnel, 
scholars, and policymakers to coordinate efforts to better understand the 
underlying issues and to cope with the societal effects of low health literacy. 
Librarians and information scientists may have a role to play in these 
collaborative efforts and should be exploring how they might contribute to this 
emerging field. 
There are different viewpoints regarding what the next steps are in the 
field. According to Weiss (2009), one of the leading experts in the field of health 
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literacy, the most important next step is to identify a measure to assess and 
quantify health literacy levels. The measure must be valid and reliable across time 
and across different groups. Either the assessment tool needs to be invented or 
existing tools (such as TOFHLA) need to be validated. In order to answer the 
question of whether improved health literacy leads to improved health outcomes, 
it is necessary to be able to quantify and measure health literacy levels (Weiss, 
2009). As stated earlier, there are some in the field who disagree with this 
viewpoint and advocate better patient education materials instead of screening 
(Paasche-Orlow & Wolf, 2007). What is important to note is that the discussion is 
taking place, with many interested parties looking for ways to address this critical 
cultural and health care issue. 
IOM’s 2004 report states that, “More needs to be known about the causal 
pathways between education and health, the role of literacy, and the discrete 
contribution of health literacy to health” (p. 13). It is clear that a systematic, 
multidisciplinary approach will be needed to address the complex issue of health 
literacy. Although the focus in the field thus far has been biomedical in nature, it 
is time to step back and take a more holistic approach to identify the best 
approaches to assessment, measurement and intervention. Only then can we 
reduce the health disparities created by the differing levels of health literacy in 
our society. 
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A picture is worth a thousand words: 
The perplexing problem of indexing images 
 
During the past 20 years, technological advances have drastically changed 
everyday processes. These changes have manifested in a sharply increased use of 
the Internet that has in turn ushered in an age of digitization. Large-scale projects 
across the world are rapidly digitizing materials and storing them in digital 
libraries. These projects have created large collections of materials readily 
accessible to millions that were previously only available to users locally. The 
great strides created in access are revolutionary, but the proliferation of digital 
technology also creates issues with information retrieval. One format ubiquitous 
to most digital and traditional collections is the image. Whether in hardcopy or 
digital format, images pose challenges in the areas of image retrieval, indexing 
systems, and options for user interaction (Matusiak, 2006; Neugebauer, 2010). 
CONTENTdm® is a valuable tool used for adding images to digital libraries. It 
assists the indexer in indexing different types of multimedia through the use of a 
controlled vocabulary system and metadata fields (Vermillion, 2007). Currently, 
there is no viable mechanism to allow users to search and retrieve images using 
visual means; thus, all indexing, search, and retrieval is based on text (Chai, 
Zhang, & Jin, 2007). This paper is only concerned with descriptive metadata. 
Traditionally, indexers have used standards developed for text-based media such 
as books, periodicals, and documents (Ménard, 2009b). These standards are not 
entirely satisfactory for images due to the complexity and richness of visual 
media, language ambiguities, and the limitations of human indexing (Matusiak, 
2006). The purpose of this paper is to examine the current research surrounding 
image indexing, identify the implications to the indexing profession, propose a 
potential solution to increase successful image retrieval, and establish areas in 
need of further research. 
 
Literature Review 
 
The primary problem in indexing images is their rich and inherently subjective 
format. Every user and every indexer sees different things when they look at an 
image, giving it multiple meanings (Chai, Zhang, & Jin, 2007; Neugebauer, 
2010). Therein lies the trouble for the indexer. It is extremely difficult to find 
terms that both correctly describe the image and will also be recognized by users. 
Traditionally, indexers assign descriptors based on two criteria: ofness, the 
concrete and objective entities, and aboutness, the abstract and subjective 
inferences (Ménard, 2009a). Indexers in the digital age also need to address the 
equally complex problem of including self-awareness of the cognitive functions 
of the user's mind in their indexing (Greisdorf & O’Connor, 2002).  
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This awareness is essential because the mind of the viewer develops the 
impressions rendered from the subjective theme of the image. This is best 
described through Greisdorf and O'Connor’s (2002) two cognitive viewpoints. 
The first cognitive viewpoint is the two-step process of visual retrieval completed 
by the viewer. The first step consists of creating the visual response by sensory 
stimuli and matching it to a syntactic equivalent. This means that the viewer is 
able to describe the image in a series or string of words. If the user has not seen 
the image before, he or she must conclude what the image is of and about. In the 
second step, the viewer evaluates the image based on the information need 
(Greisdorf & O’Connor, 2002). The user decides if the image is related to the 
topic, if the meaning is understood, and if the image can be used to satisfy the 
information need. The other cognitive viewpoint involves hierarchical levels of 
perception. This is the idea that humans evaluate and give meaning to images 
based on three levels (Greisdorf & O’Connor, 2002). The first level is the 
primitive feature; this includes color, shape, and texture of the image. The second 
level, the objects level, is a detailed look that involves noticing people, location, 
and actions within an image. The third and most complex level is inductive 
interpretations. This is where the image viewer’s inherent subjectivity takes form. 
Either the viewer sees a symbolic value, or an emotional cue is triggered from the 
image. The problems for the indexer are as follows: not knowing at which level to 
index, determining how many levels to index, and predicting what the emotional 
response would be for individual users. Griesdorf and O’Connor’s cognitive 
hierarchical levels of perception can be compared to Panofsky’s (1955) three 
levels of meaning in a work of art.   
Panofsky’s seminal work (1955) identifies three levels of meaning: pre-
iconography, iconography, and iconology. Pre-iconography is the most basic level 
of understanding consisting of the primary or natural subject matter. Iconography 
is used for cultural knowledge, including factual and expressional concepts. 
Iconology is the term used for the technical, cultural, and intrinsic content of the 
work, in addition to the method of interpretation based on synthesis of these 
elements (Panofsky, 1955). The levels are similar to the model proposed by 
Greisdorf and O’Connor (2002); however, the latter research applies to all 
images, whereas artwork, specifically Renaissance Art, was the focus of 
Panofsky’s research. 
 
Traditional methods of indexing images 
 
The aforementioned authors have attempted to capture and define the inherent 
subjectivity of the image format. Three traditional approaches to indexing images 
are currently used to address this research: human indexing, controlled 
vocabularies, and computer extraction. During human indexing, a human indexer 
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selects the terms she or he feels best describes the image. This is thought to be a 
more accurate approach to indexing because it captures the intellectual process 
behind an image. Human indexers are able to capture emotional and contextual 
cues that otherwise would be missed by some controlled vocabularies and most 
computer algorithms. However, human indexing has several disadvantages. It is 
highly subjective, labor-intensive, and fraught with debate upon the level at which 
an image should be indexed (Chai, Zhang, & Jin, 2007; Matusiak, 2006; 
Neugebauer, 2010).  
Controlled vocabulary includes classification schemes and thesauri that 
are developed to promote uniformity and to increase the probability of matching 
indexing language with search language. This process improves retrieval. 
Controlled vocabularies are limiting in that they represent concepts in an artificial 
way by using terms that are correct at the linguistic level but are infrequently 
incorporated in real life by users. For example, a controlled vocabulary would use 
a generic term such as facial tissue and not Kleenex®, since Kleenex® is a brand 
name. However, many users might search for the term Kleenex®, a recognized 
brand name, instead of the more general term facial tissue, thereby retrieving 
fewer results from their search. Furthermore, controlled vocabularies are 
expensive to create and constant maintenance is needed in order for the controlled 
vocabulary to remain viable (Matusiak, 2006; Ménard, 2009b).  
Computer extraction uses a software program that is designed to 
automatically identify and extract primitive features from the image and to assign 
descriptors. This system offers the promise of eliminating bias and assigning 
descriptors without the inherent subjectivity of human indexing. However, there is 
currently no system in mass production that fully satisfies end-users. Automated 
annotation is more efficient but less accurate. This is because there is no existing 
algorithm to account for semantic relationships—defining elements into verbs and 
adjectives—or to capture the intellectual processes behind an image. The only 
assistance computer extraction methods can provide at the moment is with the 
identification of primitive shapes and textures within an image and often this is 
lacking (Chai, Zhang, & Jin, 2007; Matusiak, 2006; Neugebauer, 2010).  
Each of the aforementioned methods have merit; however, independently, 
they fall short of user retrieval needs. Without descriptive and comprehensive 
indexing, images have the potential to remain inaccessible, effectively hidden 
from users (Matusiak, 2006). This problem is particularly acute in the Internet 
realm, due to the lack of assistance from information professionals. The literature 
defines two methods for image indexing, concept-based and content-based (Chai, 
Zhang, & Jin, 2007; Ménard, 2009b; Neugebauer, 2010). Concept-based indexing 
is performed by human indexers who examine characteristics of the image and 
identify and describe semantic content. This type of indexing is generally more 
descriptive, but is prone to subjectivity issues. The process of translating the 
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content of an image into verbal expressions poses significant challenges to 
indexers. The resulting descriptors frequently do not meet user needs nor do they 
provide effective retrieval. Content-based indexing is often an automated process 
where features of the image, such as color, shape, or texture, are identified, 
extracted, and made into descriptors. Machine-driven indexing can miss key 
relationships and fail to describe the intellectual processes behind images. Thus 
far, a content based-image retrieval system has yet to be produced that satisfies 
the end-user (Ménard, 2009b). This may be due to the disconnect between what 
users articulate for text-based queries and what the computer extracts. Since they 
do not precisely describe the information users need, a gap is created between 
low-level visual descriptors and users’ semantic expectations. A combination of 
approaches, in addition to the incorporation of user-generated tagging, is 
supported by current research on the topic (Chai, Zhang, & Jin, 2007; Matusiak, 
2006; Ménard, 2009a; Ménard, 2009b; Neugebauer, 2010).  
It is of little use to speak of the inherent problems with indexing images 
and current research in the field without relating this information to a larger 
context. In order to improve image search and retrieval, a synthesis of the aspects 
of the problem along with proposed solutions must be developed. Possible 
solutions should be tested in order to ascertain the optimum answer for both 
indexers and users, hopefully providing an opportunity for better image indexing 
and retrieval. 
 
Incorporating Social Tagging into Image Indexing 
 
A new method of image indexing relying on social tags has replaced traditional 
methods in many public user driven sites such as Flickr, Tumblr, and Delicious. 
The use of social tagging allows users to ascribe uncontrolled tags or labels to an 
item. Social tagging is increasingly used in many digital collections, including 
those available freely on the Internet. Tags solve the problem of vocabulary 
control because they provide additional access points apart from conventional 
ones such as a user-generated term of trains opposed to the Library of Congress 
Subject Headings’ (LCSH) use of the term rail transport. Tags are useful in part 
due to their use of natural language. This increases the variability in the keywords 
assigned to items, ranging from very general tags to more specific tags. While this 
wide variability can be an advantage, it also serves as a disadvantage because it 
often results in a lack of control. This lack of control can allow incorrect tags or 
an excessive number of tags to be assigned to an image. This may result in the 
creation of too many access points, making retrieval difficult. The act of social 
tagging is also individualized since it is usually done for private images. Social 
tagging is primarily used in the personal realm for items that are owned by or 
important to the user. It is not known if users are willing to invest their own 
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personal time and effort to describe images in an altruistic manner and for free. 
This could decrease the chances of accurate tags being assigned (Chai, Zhang, & 
Jin, 2007; Matusiak, 2006; Ménard, 2009a). As a result, social tagging has not yet 
been implemented in a way that best fits the needs of all users. Case studies aimed 
at determining if users would assign accurate tags if they had no personal 
connection to the material’s content would help to further clarify social tagging in 
relation to images and digital collections. 
 A case study from O’Connor, O’Connor, and Abbas (1999) helps to 
further illustrate the limitations of traditional methods and tagging, while 
supporting a collaborative approach. This study comprised a survey of 120 
Master’s students in a Library and Information Science program. The participants 
were asked to respond to an image depicting a duck on water. Each respondent 
ascribed unique descriptors for the subject of the image and gave phrases defining 
how the image made them feel. The responses users gave would qualify as social 
tagging because the descriptors or phrases would not necessarily be found in an 
authoritative controlled vocabulary, such as LCSH. User responses for the subject 
terms included: duck, water, mallard, goose, placid lake, water scene, paddling, 
reflection, evening, summer, and waterfowl. For the emotional response, users 
responded with the following terms, among others: glorious, restful, I hope it’s 
not hunting season, serene, solitary, relaxing, pretty, calm waters, I would love to 
go swimming too, refreshing, and quiet water with a smug duck (O'Connor, 
O'Connor, & Abbas, 1999, p. 687). It is evident that the variety of descriptors 
ascribed to this one image illustrates the need for a collaborative approach among 
both indexers and users in the process of indexing images for information 
retrieval.  
 The retrieval of ordinary images representing common objects is more 
effective when the images have been indexed using a combination of controlled 
and uncontrolled vocabularies (Ménard, 2009b). While not a stand-alone solution, 
user-generated tags have merit in the form of an enhancement to the traditional 
methods of indexing images and introducing uncontrolled descriptors. Tagging 
would allow new terms, multiple languages, and cultural influences to be 
reflected, in addition to the characteristics ascribed by the indexer. This 
combination would optimize queries and improve image retrieval (Matusiak, 
2006). A process like this would foster collaborative knowledge construction, 
potentially reversing the isolated act of indexing, and would garner increased user 
involvement. Tagging would increase interactive feedback from the users of 
image retrieval systems, thus creating a visible gauge of their utility. Images are 
inherently multidisciplinary; therefore, it would follow that the best way to 
describe and index them would also be a concerted effort from a combination of 
parties: indexers who control the language and attempt to capture the intellectual 
information behind an image, machines that take an unbiased view of images and 
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ascribe characteristics, and users who define images in relation to the world as 
they see it (Chai, Zhang, & Jin, 2007; Matusiak, 2006; Ménard, 2009b; 
Neugebauer, 2010). 
 
Marlow and Miller’s Collaborative Model for Image Indexing 
  
The literature overwhelmingly favors incorporating social tagging into traditional 
methods of image indexing. However, the logistics of this contemporary 
collaboration have yet to be defined. The authors of this paper propose a solution 
to the challenge of indexing images. Current systems utilize separate approaches, 
whereas a collaborative design would be advantageous to indexer and user alike. 
Further studies and additional research should focus on creating an interoperable 
interface that can be incorporated into various data and content management 
software programs to facilitate user-generated information. Current data and 
content management software programs used in digital libraries, such as 
CONTENTdm®, could be modified to include a metadata field for user-generated 
descriptors, also known as social tagging. The software would optimally allow a 
chosen group of expert users to define terms for a given image. Descriptors would 
then be selected based upon the consensus of the entire user base via a single click 
polling mechanism. Expert users would vary depending upon the class of images 
or the collection being indexed. The expert user title would require that these 
expert users have some proficiency with the subject matter or credentials to 
ensure they accurately tag the image(s). Further study is needed to determine if 
CONTENTdm® is the best platform available to implement tagging. 
 The proposed model is depicted in Figure 1. It can be effectively 
demonstrated using a website such as New York Heritage 
(http://www.nyheritage.org), which uses CONTENTdm® as their content 
management system. The newly created New York Heritage research portal 
merges the previous Western New York Libraries Resources Council 
(http://www.wnylegacy.org) website with collections from the eight other regions 
of New York. Subject specialist librarians from each of the regions represented 
could be selected by site administrators to assign tags as expert users. This 
selection would provide for the slight differences in dialect (i.e., language 
ambiguities) across the state. A broad selection would also blend regional history 
and culture, thereby creating multiple access points. Each expert librarian would 
assign the same number of descriptors to each image. Research will be needed to 
identify a method to select expert users since not all collections function in the 
same way as the New York Heritage research portal. Tags would then be pooled 
together and displayed within the CONTENTdm® software below the image they 
describe to be voted upon by the users. They would also be placed in the social 
tagging metadata field until the polling process is complete. Metadata would only 
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be accessible to system administrators. The administrators would use the content 
management software to oversee the entire process. They would monitor the 
assigned tags, supervise the polling system, and select the final social tags to be 
included in the metadata based on the consensus of the user base. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. Marlow and Miller’s collaborative model for image indexing. 
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general users. This single vote system would prevent “spagging,” or spam 
tagging, often done for profit or to cause damage (Steele, 2009). Multiple votes by 
a single user would be prevented by a mechanism similar to the paywall instituted 
by websites such as the New York Times (http://www.nytimes.com/). Users’ 
cookies would alert the website to their previous activity, hindering most attempts 
to inappropriately tag. One flaw with this system is the ability to delete one’s 
cookies and function on the website as though it had never been visited before. 
The only viable way to prevent this action would be to integrate a username login 
system. However, this could possibly decrease user traffic to the website due to 
patrons’ potential unwillingness to create a username and password, therefore 
creating a barrier to access. These intricacies would need to be assessed and 
examined through further research and case studies in order to implement the best 
possible system with the widest access for all users.  
 After the conclusion of the designated polling period, site administrators 
would then assign the tags receiving the most votes as descriptors. These tags 
would be incorporated into the metadata and displayed below the image in order 
to create access points. Another point to consider is the popular use of social 
tagging clouds, as seen on websites such as Flickr (http://flickr.com/), which have 
been incorporated into some digital library websites. Tag clouds are visualizations 
that display tags frequently assigned to images or tags selected the most 
frequently by users accessing images. Tags garnering the most traffic are visually 
displayed in larger font sizes to establish their popularity. The type of cloud most 
appropriately used by a digital library would be the cloud that enlarges the tags 
most selected by users. The cloud would only be displayed on the home page of 
the website to increase access points to users. This, in turn, may help them to feel 
less intimidated by the search process of a digital library and may facilitate 
additional user browsing. It would not be advisable to display the cloud on the 
same web page as the images as it may cause users to become overwhelmed. 
 
Conclusion 
 
The widespread use of digital technology and the Internet ushered in the current 
information explosion. The pervasiveness and magnitude of information available 
in an instant today makes the job of the information professional paramount. A 
high level of organization, excellent search and retrieval, and multiple access 
points to information are key in the information age. Indexing of images has 
always been problematic because of their richness of content and innate 
subjectivity. This issue has been magnified due to their boundless uses in society 
today. A sharp increase in the growth of digital libraries is a direct consequence of 
our embrace of digital culture. The digital nature of these collections has granted 
access to a much wider audience. Previously, materials were only available to 
8
SLIS Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 5
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/slissrj/vol1/iss2/5 5
School of Information Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 7
s: /scholarworks.sjsu.edu/ischoolsrj vol1/iss2/7
  
users locally. The mere presence of this information in an online format is not 
enough. The content must be accessible to users or its fate is to remain forever 
hidden by the sheer volume of information. 
 Current research supports a collaborative approach incorporating 
controlled and uncontrolled vocabularies, along with user-supplied content. This 
addition could satisfy the need for additional access points to information and 
users who wish to take an active role in the process. Tag clouds have already been 
incorporated into some digital libraries; however, further steps should be taken to 
ensure user satisfaction. The literature supports the model laid out within this 
paper because of its application of user-generated content along with traditional 
methods of indexing. This is just one proposed collaborative method that would 
need to be implemented, further studied, and critically evaluated alongside other 
suggested processes. Additional study in computer extraction methods is also 
needed. Research in the area of advanced algorithms could provide additional 
help with assigning primitive and possibly object descriptors while avoiding 
subjectivity and bias. This is a growing field and its advancement could contribute 
to the growing collaborative nature of image indexing. The issue of indexing 
images will continue to be a major issue within the profession due to the 
irreversible subjectivity of images. The method described in this paper is one 
potential way to alleviate bias and the pressure placed on indexers while 
attempting to index images with the user in mind. 
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Power and Practice in Academic Library Materials Selection Paradigms 
 
In his book, A History of Sexuality, Foucault (1976/1980) recorded an interaction 
between several doctors and a mentally impaired farm hand accused of molesting 
a little girl. In this interaction, the doctors performed a phrenological and 
psychological examination, eliciting symptoms and interpreting them into a 
diagnosis of the disease process that they believed had caused his behavior 
(Foucault, 1976/1980). In Barnhart’s (2010) discussion of collection development 
at her university library, she discussed learning about student research interests 
through conversation and observation and then purchasing resources relevant to 
those interests when performing collection development. On the surface of it, 
these two episodes have little in common: one is a doctor and patient interaction 
and the other is a library selector making a purchasing decision based on patron 
interests. However, they have one basic similarity. In both of these interludes, 
there is a power relationship between the librarian or doctor and the patient or 
library patron. 
  An understanding of the role of power in library practice is critical to 
library and information science (LIS) scholars. As Leckie and Buschman (2010) 
pointed out in their introduction to Critical Theory for Library and Information 
Science, “A better understanding of critical-theoretical approaches,” such as 
Foucault’s understanding of power, “would serve to sharpen the research lens 
when we examine problems relating to professional practice and real world 
applications” (p. xii). One area where this understanding could prove helpful is in 
examinations of current practices and the formation of new ones in the 
acquisitions portion of collection development. Here, the three major materials 
selection paradigms—traditional collection development (TCD), low-tech patron 
driven acquisitions (low-tech PDA), and electronic patron driven acquisitions (e-
book PDA)—each present different power dynamics between librarians and 
patron groups as well as different practical advantages and disadvantages. 
 
Foucault’s Definition of Power 
 
In an interview with Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (1972/1977) stated that power is “at 
once visible and invisible, present and hidden, ubiquitous” (p. 213). In other 
words, it is everywhere, and although easy to spot, it is hard to isolate. For 
Foucault, power exists whenever a relationship forms between two or more 
people. These two people, by interacting, create power within their relationship 
and define the nature of that power through their interactions (Ricken, 2006). 
Foucault did not feel that power is a negative thing. Instead, he argued that the 
negative connotations his readership has with this concept are rooted in a 
particular type of power that developed in Western Europe (Foucault, 1976/1980). 
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Multiple types of power existed for him, since individual interactions constantly 
define and redefine influence (Foucault, 1976/1980; Ricken, 2006). He even 
suggested that some of these power types have creative, not repressive, effects 
(Foucault, 1976/1980; Ricken, 2006). This definition has clear applications to the 
library science field that LIS scholars are beginning to recognize. 
 
LIS Literature on Materials Acquisitions 
 
Foucault’s theories are starting to influence the LIS field just as his theories have 
already had a significant influence on many other fields. Although in the past, 
many scholars have been against applying Foucault’s theories to LIS, today’s 
scholars advocate this approach (Buschman, 2007). In her article on library 
theory, Buschman (2007) argued that using Foucault to analyze practical 
problems would help librarians gain a better understanding of their field while 
simultaneously preventing this tool from dividing a tight-knit community in the 
way that it has divided other fields, such as history. Buschman’s acceptance of 
this tool, contingent as it is upon applying Foucault’s ideas to practical arenas 
only, indicates a higher degree of receptiveness to his theories than LIS scholars 
have exhibited for decades (Buschman, 2007; Ollson, 2010).  
 Despite this new receptiveness, studies of library acquisitions paradigms 
tend to either overlook the role of power in purchasing decisions or fail to fully 
analyze it. The literature addressing TCD completely eschews questions about 
power, preferring to address the well-known problems and benefits of TCD 
(Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton 2010b). The literature examining the benefits and 
drawbacks of low-tech PDA is similar. Here, authors closely analyze the quality 
of the books added to the collection, break down the types of book requests, and 
examine the circulation of requested books (Way, 2009). These studies do not 
address power. Studies of e-book PDA vary more in their focus and methods but 
tend to concentrate on case studies and vendor negotiation, again largely ignoring 
power (Macicak & Schell, 2009; Sharp & Thompson, 2010; Zeigler & Robinson, 
2010). Even Anderson et al. (2002), in addressing the role of power in e-book 
PDA, does not do so in a systematic manner or consider the implications of that 
change in either practical or theoretical terms. Although LIS scholars are not 
using Foucault’s theories in their analysis of library acquisitions, these theories 
about power are applicable to the topic and reveal that patron-librarian power 
varies depending on the acquisitions model employed.  
 
Practical Considerations and the Role of Power in Materials Acquisitions 
 
Within collection development, each individual’s power over materials 
acquisitions varies depending on the acquisitions method used. In general, LIS 
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scholars identify two major paradigms within library purchasing, TCD and Patron 
Driven Acquisitions (PDA) (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 2010b). Within PDA, 
there are two different methods of obtaining books. One method, e-book PDA, 
provides material more rapidly (Nixon & Saunders, 2010). The other method, 
low-tech PDA, better ensures the permanence of the materials added (Hodges, 
Preston, & Hamilton, 2010a; Horava, 2010). All three of these collection 
development methods—TCD, e-book PDA and low-tech PDA—in addition to 
having different strengths and weaknesses with regard to physical collection 
building, have different implications for the power relationships between patrons 
and librarians. 
 
Traditional Collection Development 
 
Hodges, Preston, and Hamilton (2010b) state that the TCD paradigm emerged in 
the post-war era and is primarily concerned with building comprehensive 
collections of enduring value. To do this, librarians rely on a number of tools such 
as indexes, specialist impressions, and collections standards to build a balanced 
library (Evans & Saponaro, 2005). The exact deployment of TCD methods varies 
from library to library. However, most of these methods share one constant. 
Librarians frequently remain open to patron input and actively seek out patron 
opinions about the library collection. One way library selectors collect this 
information is by asking faculty what materials they want in the library. 
Librarians also solicit user input by asking patrons about their research interests 
and by analyzing Interlibrary Loan (ILL) transaction statistics (Barnhart, 2010; 
Nixon & Saunders, 2010). Selectors then consider the user input as well as 
information about the library’s existing materials, collection standards, and the 
selectors’ own impressions of the collection when choosing new books for the 
library. By allowing librarians to refer to user interests as well as other collection 
development mechanisms when purchasing materials, this method ensures that the 
immediate needs of users will not endanger the long-term balance of the 
collection (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 2010b). At the same time, by asking 
library selectors to obtain user opinions, this method allows librarians to tailor the 
collection to suit local interests (Evans & Saponaro, 2005). 
However, for all of its advantages, TCD has significant disadvantages as a 
materials acquisition paradigm. One common disadvantage is that librarians have 
difficulty eliciting a representative sample of user needs. When discussing how 
they solicit book suggestions, Hussong-Christian and Goergen-Doll (2010) 
reported that faculty members tend to differ in how they respond. At their library, 
one faculty member may ignore a librarian’s request for research or book interests 
while another replies with an avalanche of requests (Hussong-Christian & 
Goergen-Doll, 2010). In this scenario, the librarian has difficulty determining 
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overall user interests because only a few users are talking. Another difficulty this 
method presents is that the librarian cannot respond as quickly to known user 
needs as they can under PDA methods (Alder, 2007). Instead, the librarian must 
review any patron-requested title and submit the order to the acquisitions 
department. Then, library staff must order the book and the vendor must ship it. 
Even when the book arrives the process is incomplete. Catalogers must process 
the material prior to patron use (Evans & Saponaro, 2005). Depending on the 
backlogs at any stage of this process, a patron might wait several weeks to receive 
the book he or she requested. The situation is even worse when librarians employ 
ILL analysis to acquire patron input. Here, ILL staff will obtain the requested 
material for the patron through the usual channels prior to informing the selector 
about the title (Nixon, 2010). This means that the library loses money by ordering 
the book twice: once through ILL and once as a purchase. Moreover, it is possible 
that the library will pay for more than one ILL transaction on a single title using 
this method, because there is such a significant time lag between the first 
materials request and the eventual purchase. The final major disadvantage with 
this collection development method is that it does not reverse the decline in 
library usage. Reynolds et al. (2010), say that the majority of library materials 
continue to remain on the shelves despite widespread attempts to ascertain user 
interests. 
In addition to presenting some practical advantages and disadvantages, the 
TCD approach to library acquisitions also creates advantaged and disadvantaged 
groups in the power dynamic of library purchasing (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 
2010b). The TCD paradigm is, of the three methods this article discusses, the one 
that leaves the most influence with the librarian (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 
2010b). A good example of the TCD method is Barnhart’s (2010) discussion of 
how she developed collections before switching to a low-tech PDA model. 
Barnhart stated that she regularly asked patrons what sort of materials they were 
interested in. However, she was the one who interpreted those requests as 
information needs and ordered the books. She had direct control over every 
element of the book selection process, although she was careful to pay attention to 
user interests. Other forms of TCD confer a similar level of power upon the 
library selector. For example, in the ILL analysis method that Nixon and Saunders 
(2010) related, the librarian determined how many patron requests for an item 
justified a purchase decision. Again, in this method of TCD, the librarian exhibits 
a high degree of direct influence over which materials are purchased for the 
library.  
For patrons, the story is more complex. Librarians apportion patron power 
according to their status within the university so that faculty members, graduate 
students, and undergraduates experience different degrees of influence over the 
collection. Of the patron groups mentioned, the group with the most power over 
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library purchases is faculty. Faculty enjoy a high degree of direct influence on the 
collection because librarians consult with them. Hussong-Christian and Goergen-
Doll (2010) stated that librarians using TCD regularly ask faculty members what 
books they think the library should purchase. Furthermore, the faculty exercise a 
high level of indirect power over the collection through their ability to affect 
usage statistics. Martin (1995) stated that usage statistics are critical to libraries 
because they show which areas need more funding due to their popularity. 
However, Nixon and Saunders (2010) warned that course reserves unbalance 
these statistics. As the individuals who determine course reserves, a faculty 
member can artificially inflate use statistics and ensure that the subject he or she 
teaches receives more money in the future.  
Power takes a different form for student patrons. Librarians rarely consult 
these patrons in a systematic manner as they do with faculty. Even Barnhart 
(2010), someone who deeply respects the selecting abilities of graduate students, 
stated that prior to her experiment with low-tech PDA she did not solicit student 
opinions as actively as she sought faculty input.  The ad hoc approach adopted by 
many TCD paradigm librarians who want to cater to student interests is 
symptomatic of the students’ lower influence relative to faculty in the collection 
decisions made under this model. However, although rarely granted the 
opportunity to influence library acquisitions directly, students do exercise a great 
deal of indirect power over the collection’s shape. 
Graduate students and undergraduates indirectly affect the collection 
through their ILL requests and their usage statistics. Graduate students in 
particular make heavier use of ILL services than professors (Bracke, 2010). Given 
that ILL analysis is one way that librarians determine which books to add to the 
collection, graduate and even undergraduate students can use this service to 
communicate their research interests to library selectors. Similarly, both graduate 
students and undergraduates heavily affect the usage statistics of a library because 
they comprise the majority of the campus population (Gee & Shirkey, 2010). This 
in turn affects the overall collection shape as librarians respond to the student 
information needs expressed through use statistics (Martin, 1995). 
In addition to presenting some practical advantages and disadvantages, the 
TCD paradigm has implications for the influence that librarians, faculty, and 
students have over the collection. Librarians have the most direct influence over 
the collection. They initially decide which books to add and they are integral in 
translating vague user desires, particularly faculty desires, into concrete 
information needs (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 2010b). The faculty also holds 
direct power, in that librarians regularly consult with them about purchases, and 
indirect power, in that they can boost use statistics through putting books on 
course reserve (Barnhart, 2010; Nixon & Saunders, 2010). Students, despite their 
lack of direct power, hold a high degree of indirect power over the collection. By 
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virtue of their numbers, they can dramatically alter use statistics to reflect their 
needs and interests (Gee & Shirkey, 2010; Martin, 1995).  
 
Patron-Driven Acquisitions 
 
 It is clear that different groups hold different degrees and types of 
influence over library purchasing decisions within the TCD paradigm. However, 
power also plays a significant role in the new paradigm, PDA. Under this 
paradigm, librarians emphasize current material demands over long-term 
collection balance by allowing users to order books through some sort of 
purchasing mechanism. The mechanisms used to perform PDA vary across 
institutions. However, they can be broadly categorized into two overall models, 
the low-tech PDA model and the e-book PDA model (Hodges, Preston, & 
Hamilton, 2010b). Each of these models presents its own practical difficulties and 
has implications for the power relationships inherent in library materials 
purchasing procedures. 
 
Low-tech PDA. The theory behind both the low-tech PDA collection 
development model and the e-book model addressed later in this article, is that 
academic library users are specialists in their fields. Since users are specialists, 
this model proposes that they are able to decide for themselves which books meet 
the information needs of practitioners in their respective disciplines (Hussong-
Christian & Goergen-Doll, 2010). Although this is a radical theoretical 
reorientation in library acquisitions, there are good reasons for making this 
switch. One major reason is librarians’ continued failure to select books that users 
will check out (Reynolds et al., 2010). However, solving the problem of low use 
statistics by implementing low-tech PDA presents a new set of practical and 
theoretical complications.  
Low-tech PDA employs a wide variety of mechanisms to solicit book 
orders. These mechanisms include everything from online purchase request forms 
to classes that ask students to select future library purchases (Hussong-Christian 
& Goergen-Doll, 2010; Barnhart, 2010). However, the most common mechanism 
used in this method of collection development is ILL. Libraries that base their 
low-tech PDA model on ILL typically follow a pattern like the one described by 
Fountain and Frederiksen (2010). Fountain and Frederiksen (2010) state that 
under a typical ILL purchase program, the library purchases requested books 
instead of borrowing them from other institutions. Library staff usually firm order 
the material through a vendor and then rush process it before delivering the work 
to patrons (Fountain & Frederiksen, 2010). Prior to the initiation of that process, 
however, the book must pass a checking mechanism. Few libraries purchase all of 
the books requested through ILL. Instead, they apply a broad set of selection 
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criteria in order to determine which ILL books to purchase (Fountain & 
Frederiksen, 2010). In these criteria, libraries generally include a price ceiling and 
limitations on both subject areas and publication dates (Way, 2009). Some 
libraries go even further in asserting control over the process. These institutions 
have librarians review all requests prior to purchasing materials (Hussong-
Christian & Goergen-Doll, 2010; Nixon, 2010)  
As a collection development method, low-tech PDA solves some 
acquisitions problems and creates others. One problem it solves is decreased 
circulation. The Anderson et al. (2002) study of the Purdue University library 
system found that 68% of the books purchased through this sort of program 
circulate repeatedly. This circulation statistic is astonishing given that only 16% 
of regularly ordered books in the institution analyzed circulate repeatedly 
(Anderson et al., 2002). Similarly, the study revealed that the books ordered under 
low-tech PDA seemed to be as valuable to the collection as books acquired 
through standard channels (Anderson et al., 2002). Another positive effect of this 
model is increased user goodwill. Reynolds et al. (2010), related that faculty 
appreciated the program so much that they mentioned this library initiative when 
recruiting prospective university students. Even the costs and turnaround times 
are viewed in a positive light. ILL staff has found that buying books is just as time 
efficient and financially expedient as borrowing them (Alder, 2007). 
Despite solving some practical problems, low-tech PDA programs tend to 
create other difficulties. One difficulty is the perennial question of collection 
balance. Reynolds et al. (2010) reported that after testing a low-tech PDA model, 
37.5% of librarians felt that PDA requests failed to align with their collection 
criteria. Of those 37.5%, at least 68% felt no need to change their collection 
development patterns (Reynolds et al., 2010). This finding suggests that some 
users were ordering materials that failed to mesh with the overall collection. To 
mitigate this problem, libraries usually restrict PDA allocations to a small 
proportion of the overall materials budget. Only 6% of the library budget at Texas 
A&M University libraries went to the PDA program (Reynolds et al., 2010). 
Another practical problem created by low-tech PDA programs is that patrons may 
not want all of the books they request through mechanisms like ILL in the 
permanent collection and would not check them out if they were present there 
(Hussong-Christian & Goergen-Doll, 2010). This problem is largely due to the 
way that libraries frequently structure PDA programs. These programs are set up 
to make a purchase automatically without following up with patrons to see if they 
actually want their requested books added to the collection. Indeed, the 
automation of this system was a major complaint voiced at Oregon State 
University Libraries. One patron commented, “An automatic system is too 
simplistic.…a system that asks a patron,… whether a purchase is considered 
advantageous… seems more flexible” (Hussong-Christian & Goergen-Doll, 
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2010). As this patron suggested, following up with the user can circumvent the 
possibility that libraries will purchase materials that users do not need (Pitcher et 
al., 2010). Thus, while this system does present some practical difficulties, 
libraries can formulate solutions to them. 
In addition to having practical benefits and drawbacks different from the 
TCD model, low-tech PDA methods also create a different power dynamic 
between librarians and patrons within the university.  The patron comment 
Hussong-Christian and Georgen-Doll (2010) recorded reveals one aspect of this 
dynamic. Here, as before, librarians ultimately decide which materials to purchase 
via mechanisms like closely controlled auto-purchase programs. The patron still 
has little influence over whether or not the library will purchase the book 
(Hussong-Christian & Goergen-Doll, 2010). However, there is a significant 
difference in perception under this system. Since libraries advertise these 
programs as a way for patrons to add books to the collection, the influence 
librarians wield during the selection process is more visible to patrons (Bernhardt, 
Daniels, & Steinle, 2007; Reynolds et al., 2010). The patrons who make requests 
start to expect that the library will automatically add books they suggest. Even 
libraries that do not advertise this program receive the same exposure, although 
more slowly. Gee and Shirkey (2010) pointed out that there was a strong 
possibility that programs of this type receive extensive advertisement via word of 
mouth from patrons. As before, this increased visibility changes the dynamic 
between librarians and patrons. Reynolds et al. (2010) reported that some 
librarians were unhappy with the books that users selected while patrons 
complained of a caste system. One patron reportedly told the library to “ASK the 
borrower of a book if they would like it to be purchased” (Hussong-Christian & 
Goergen-Doll, 2010; Reynolds et al., 2010). Furthermore, the increasing visibility 
of this inherently unequal relationship could actually undermine library selectors’ 
influence over the collection altogether. Foucault (1976/1980) stated, “silence and 
secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its prohibitions” (p. 101). This suggests 
that by publicly acknowledging the existence of a power relationship librarians 
destabilize that relationship’s foundations. 
In addition to altering the visibility of librarian influence over the 
collection, this system increases the user’s overall power in the library materials 
purchasing process. For faculty, this type of system means that they do not have 
to negotiate with the librarian every time they want to add material to the 
collection. Instead, they can simply order the item they want through the library’s 
PDA mechanism and, provided the materials fit the collection plan, the library 
will add the item without further ado. At the same time, they will continue to 
receive extensive attention from library selectors who continue to need their input 
when purchasing books with the portion of the budget not devoted to PDA 
methods of collection development (Hussong-Christian & Goergen-Doll, 2010). 
8
SLIS Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 6
http://scholarworks.sjsu.edu/slissrj/vol1/iss2/6 70
School of Information Student Research Journal, Vol. 1, Iss. 2 [2011], Art. 7
s: /scholarworks.sjsu.edu/ischoolsrj vol1/iss2/7
  
Furthermore, this system perpetuates the power that faculty have over use 
statistics via their control of course reserves. It is still possible for a professor to 
inflate circulation by requiring students to read a text that has been placed on 
course reserve. In fact, one study of low-tech PDA had to account for course 
reserve inflation (Martin, 1995; Nixon & Saunders, 2010). It is clear that faculty 
influence over the library collection definitely increases under this model.  
Graduate students also experience a dramatic increase in purchasing 
influence under the low-tech PDA model. Under TCD, many librarians ask 
graduate students about their research, but they do not approach this task in a 
systematic manner (Barnhart, 2010).  This relationship changes with low-tech 
PDA because an automatic system regularly consults them about their information 
needs. The change is so dramatic that Anderson et al. (2002) concluded low-tech 
PDA “supports collection development influence by many serious scholars who 
would otherwise have little input on building the collection” (p. 9). Furthermore, 
graduate students tend to use that power. Anderson et al. (2010) reported that this 
group ordered the most books through the ILL PDA mechanism. Furthermore, 
this group can still influence collection shape through their use statistics. For 
graduate students this system represents a dramatic increase in their direct 
influence on the library collection. 
While low-tech PDA almost universally increases the influence of faculty 
and graduate students over library purchase decisions, its effect on undergraduate 
power is more variable. Depending on which mechanisms the library selectors use 
to create a low-tech PDA program, this group may not experience any change in 
their level of collection development influence. In some libraries, the selectors 
deliberately exclude undergraduates from the pool of potential patron selectors 
and only order materials requested by graduate students and faculty (Hussong-
Christian & Goergen-Doll, 2010; Tyler et al., 2010; Way, 2010). However, when 
the library selectors do permit undergraduates to participate in these PDA 
programs, this group’s influence over the collection increases dramatically. 
Research has shown that although undergraduates do not request books through 
low-tech PDA mechanisms as frequently as graduate students, this population 
does request a high enough number of books to have a direct impact on books 
added to the collection (Tyler et al., 2010). Furthermore, low-tech PDA collection 
development in no way undermines the indirect authority undergraduate students 
wield through use statistics. If anything, their indirect power through use statistics 
increases because, under the low-tech model, these numbers become an important 
tool used to justify the continued existence of the program (Way, 2010). 
In short, under the low-tech PDA method, just as the challenges associated 
with materials acquisition changes, so does user influence in the power 
relationship between librarians and the public. While this acquisition method 
solves the problem of depressed use statistics, it raises concerns about the 
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relevance of patron-selected materials to the overall collection (Anderson et al., 
2002; Reynolds et al., 2010). Similarly, under this system, patrons gain overt 
power in determining which books to add to the collection but find that power 
circumscribed by the role of library selectors as gatekeepers (Bernhardt, Daniels, 
& Steinle, 2007; Reynolds et al., 2010). The high visibility of their role as 
gatekeepers in turn destabilizes library selectors’ collection influence by 
rendering their power vulnerable (Foucault, 1976/1980). 
 
E-book PDA. It is clear that low-tech PDA presents different practical as 
well as theoretical questions than TCD. Similarly, the power relationships evident 
in the e-book PDA method differ dramatically from those in the low-tech PDA 
models. The e-book PDA model developed as an outgrowth of low-tech PDA and 
the common understanding that many users prefer e-books to paper copies 
(Littman & Connaway, 2004). This method also cuts wait times to a minimum. As 
Nixon and Saunders (2010) pointed out, ordering an e-book results in a near 
instantaneous copy of the book since there is no shipping time. Just like other 
models, e-book purchasing models vary in implementation details. Broadly 
speaking, this model allows users to select books for the collection. The vendor 
ensures the availability of books fitting the library selection profile. The library 
then loads the records for these books into their catalog and waits for users to 
select them. Whenever a user selects one of these e-books and browses it for a 
certain length of time, he or she triggers an “event” in which the vendor rents the 
title to the library for a small fee. After a predetermined number of events have 
occurred, the library automatically purchases the book (Macicak & Schell, 2009). 
The goal of this type of program is to avoid purchasing books that only a few 
users will want while continuing to provide access to both these books and other, 
more popular materials.  
The advantages of this PDA method are manifold. This type of purchasing 
significantly reduces the overhead costs associated with processing and storing 
hardcopies of library materials. Gee and Shirkey (2010) compared the price of 
storing paper books to the prices associated with storing e-books. They found that 
paper books cost an average of $10 a year to store, while e-books cost only $.15 
(Gee & Shirkey, 2010). Another advantage of this type of system is that e-books 
are popular with users. Littman and Connaway (2004) found that e-books bought 
under the TCD method circulated at a higher rate than bound books purchased in 
the same manner.  
Despite the many benefits and promises of this model, there are significant 
drawbacks associated with the e-book industry that librarians and vendors have 
yet to overcome. One problem that concerns library selectors is this collection 
development method’s lack of stability. Some articles mentioned worries over the 
proprietary nature of e-book formatting and the future transferability of platform 
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specific materials (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 2010a; Horava, 2010). Another 
common concern over this method of collection development is that the library 
may not actually own the materials they pay for. Some vendors interpret a book 
“purchase” as a purchase of access rights for as long as the library pays a 
subscription fee (Macicak & Schell, 2009, p. 35). Finally, there is the perennial 
question about cost and format. Publishers typically release e-books later than 
bound books but charge the same price for them (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 
2010a). This forces libraries with tight budgets to choose between providing 
access to material immediately in the form of a bound book or providing e-book 
access later (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 2010a). Libraries could partially 
mitigate this final difficulty by running an e-book PDA program in conjunction 
with a low-tech PDA system. However, the overall concerns about pricing, 
preservation, and format remain. 
Just as e-book PDA changes the practical considerations that librarians 
must take into account, it also affects the power structure between patrons and 
librarians. For librarians, the effects are positive. Under this system, librarians can 
decide if they will permit patrons to purchase books at all. In some institutions, 
selectors and the e-book vendor have agreed that selectors must review any book 
worth more than a specified amount of money before the library buys it, even if 
patrons have triggered enough events to purchase the item (Macicak & Schell, 
2009). Presumably, this dollar amount can be set at zero. Furthermore, librarians 
can perform this analysis in near total privacy.  Levine-Clark (2010) pointed out 
that e-book systems allow selectors to hide from patrons how Online Public 
Access Catalog (OPAC) activity triggers purchases. This privacy option 
reinforces the librarian selectors’ influence on purchasing decisions. Users cannot 
protest the decisions made to add or reject PDA books because they frequently do 
not know that librarians are making these decisions. The privacy option also re-
stabilizes librarians’ influence over the collection, something that low-tech PDA 
destabilized if Foucault’s theory that visibility undermines power is correct.  
Just as the switch to e-book PDA has power implications for librarians, it 
has consequences for users. Under this purchasing model, most users experience a 
significant loss of knowledge owing to the opacity of the materials purchasing 
process. The loss of knowledge in turn leads to a loss of power. Because 
librarians’ ability to approve or veto items selected under this model can 
disappear from view, users do not know enough of what is going on to protest the 
decisions that librarians make (Levine-Clark, 2010). Where the low-tech PDA 
system makes librarians’ influence over the collection obvious, the e-book system 
obscures it. 
Although both faculty and graduate students lose power to librarians due 
to their loss of knowledge, the apportionment of power between these groups does 
not change. Faculty still have influence over the collection by virtue of their 
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ability to order books through the new method. They also retain their ability to 
increase use statistics by requiring students to read certain books and through the 
fact that library selectors continue to consult them when supplementing PDA 
books with traditionally selected materials (Fountain & Frederiksen, 2010; 
Hussong-Christian, & Goergen-Doll, 2010; Martin, 1995; Nixon & Saunders, 
2010). Graduate students also continue to enjoy a high degree of influence over 
which books the library adds to the collection (Anderson et al., 2002). In short, 
the influence these two groups enjoy vis-à-vis each other remains unchanged. 
For undergraduate students, however, the story is more complicated and 
depends on the system used by the library. Although the literature on e-book PDA 
does not discuss this, an examination of the San Jose State University Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. Library demand-driven e-books pilot suggests that e-book 
systems can differentiate between user types (SJLibrary Catalog, 2010). This in 
turn suggests that undergraduates may or may not be allowed to add items to the 
collection. However, undergraduates who can affect library purchases enjoy 
increased influence under this method because their knowledge of available 
resources increases. Undergraduates often come to college in need of a great deal 
of information literacy education. Library instructors often express frustration 
with the reliance of this demographic on Google (Giglierano, 2008). The 
advantage of e-book PDA for this group is that it takes relatively little information 
literacy to affect the collection. The student researcher does not need to know 
about or use advanced research tools like WorldCat to influence library purchase 
decisions. Instead, all they need to do is explore the OPAC (Macicak & Schell, 
2009). Although research has not revealed any studies confirming an increased 
undergraduate influence on library collections that rely on e-book PDA, it seems 
likely that because this system requires less information literacy, an 
undergraduate is more likely to add a book to the collection.  
The e-book PDA method, just as it presents different practical problems 
than the other two systems, creates different power structures as well. Among the 
host of problems that libraries and vendors must solve are questions of ownership 
and preservation (Hodges, Preston, & Hamilton, 2010a; Horava, 2010; Macicak & 
Schell, 2009). However, this method simultaneously solves problems of usage by 
providing patrons with information in a format they prefer to use (Littman & 
Connaway, 2004). In terms of materials purchasing influence, this method causes 
patrons to lose power because they may not know what their OPAC activity is 
triggering (Levine-Clark, 2010). However, despite this overall power loss, some 
user groups do gain more influence over the collection under this system. In 
particular, undergraduates may add more books to the collection because these 
items are easily discoverable. 
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Conclusion 
 
In an academic library, materials acquisition methods are fraught with questions 
about library finances, collection balance, implementation methods, and the 
apportionment of power. The varying roles of librarians, faculty, graduate 
students, and undergraduate students in the materials selection process reveals 
that power dynamics exist in library acquisitions methods just as they existed in 
the doctors’ examination of the farm hand (Foucault, 1976/1980). The existence 
of power structures in this area of library practice has implications that extend 
well beyond the scope of this article. How do the varying needs of different 
academic disciplines promote unbalanced collection influence between university 
departments and how can librarians correct for it? How does the power 
relationship between vendors and librarians affect the influence that students and 
faculty have in e-book collection development and how can librarians better 
negotiate with vendors in order to provide their new library selectors with as 
many high-quality possibilities as possible?  It also raises questions about how, in 
libraries formed around the power dynamic of TCD, users and librarians will 
adjust to their new, more cooperative materials purchasing roles and how their 
expectations of each other will change. This study raises more questions than 
answers. However, in keeping with Leckie and Buschman’s (2010) admonitions 
about the importance of applying theory to current practice, it does reveal that 
power dynamics affect the materials acquisition process differently depending on 
the model employed. 
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